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ABSTRACT
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Biblical narratives abound in ancient literary and oral conventions. One such
convention is the type-scene. The study o f the type-scene originated in 1933 with W alter
Arend who studied compositional recurrent patterns and variations in the epics o f H o m er
Later, the study was developed by Robert Alter in his treatment o f biblical narratives.
The type-scene was a narratorial device used by ancient orators and writers in which
traditional elements o f repetitive compositional patterns were told and retold in
innovative ways to an audience, raising their expectation and sometimes causing surprise.
Conventional elements that make up the type-scene were catchwords, motifs, characters,
and themes. This study investigated the banquet type-scene in the parables o f Jesus in
order to find out whether Jesus, and by extension, the Gospel writers were in dialogue
with the fixed literary and oral banquet type-scene convention o f their time.
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Narrative criticism provided the framework for the study. Though narrative
criticism implies a synchronic approach (the text in its final form) to the exegetical task,
the diachronic approach (the text in its historical evolution) was also employed
demonstrating that both approaches are complementary. Banquet narratives, banquet
images, and general information about banquets in antiquity (ca. B.C.E. 1500 to 300
C.E.) were examined: Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, Ugaritic, Old Testament,
Jewish Intertestamental, Greco-Roman, New Testament, Early Christian Noncanonical,
and Rabbinic literature o f Tannaim. It was discovered that at the time o f Jesus all
banquet-type scenes bore two basic structural elements: the preparation o f a banquet and
selective invitation. From that point in the structure, the plot o f the banquet type-scene
branched off into three other plot sequences resulting in the Eminence o f Guests typescene, the Guests and H ost Response type-scene, and the W ise and Foolish type-scene.
Seven parables w ere amenable to the banquet type-scene analysis: the Ten Virgins
(Matt 25:1-13), the Narrow D oor (Luke 13:24-30 [cf. M att 7:13-14]), Places at a Feast
(Luke 14:7-11 [cf. M att 23:6 = Mark 12:39 = Luke 20:46]), the Choice o f Guests (Luke
14:12-14), the Great Supper (Matt 22:2-10 = Luke 14:15-24 // Gos. Thom. 64), the
Wedding Garment (M att 22:11-14), and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32). The typescene analyses o f these parables revealed similar conclusions, especially in terms of their
themes, to their diachronic critical analyses. This testified to the mutual relationship that
exists between the historical and literary approach to the study o f the Scripture.
The common them e shared by the parables was exclusion/inclusion: exclusion
from and inclusion into G od’s eschatologicai banquet. Exclusion from the kingdom was
the inevitable fate o f those who rejected Jesus’ invitation: the Jewish people, opponents
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o f Jesus (especially the leaders), and the unprepared disciple. Inclusion in the kingdom
meant acceptance and honor for the Jewish outcasts, the despised Gentiles, and the
faithful disciple. In Matthew’s program the emphasis was exclusion; in Luke’s,
inclusion.
The study showed that Jesus was interacting with the banquet type-scene
convention o f his day, and used it in inventive ways to teach his message in the context o f
his ministry and mission. The study also showed that the Gospel writers in deliberate
creative ways used the banquet type-scene to emphasize themes in their individual
Gospels that were commensurate with their theology and audience. It was made clear
that the type-scene analysis is a valuable literary tool for an approach to the exegetical
task.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background o f the Problem
The Bible abounds in narrative.1 Biblical narrative is described by Adele Berlin
as “vibrant and vivid narrative that has an ongoing power to affect those who hear or read
it.”2 “Its power” she declares, “comes not only from the authority of scripture, but from
the inner dynamics o f the stories themselves.”3 These dynamics make biblical narratives
comparable to works o f art.4 In fact, biblical narratives are generally recognized as
‘As a mode o f expression, narrative holds a place o f prominence in the Bible.
Narratives dominate the books o f Genesis to 2 Kings in the Old Testament and the
Gospels and Acts in the New, prevail in books like Ruth, Esther, and Jonah, and can be
found in sections o f prophetic books and even in poetic parts o f the Bible, such as Daniel
and Revelation and the Psalms.
2Adele Berlin, Poetics a n d Interpretation o fB ib lica l Narrative, Bible and
Literature Series, no. 9 (Sheffield: Almond, 1983), II.
3Ibid. William Bausch celebrates the potency o f story by identifying thirteen
characteristics of story which inspire wisdom, imagination, and faith o f people. See
William J. Bausch, Storytelling: Imagination and Faith (Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third
Publications, 1984), 29-62.
4"Art" when used in connection with biblical narratives should not be conceived
only in the sense o f "skill," "craft," or "technique," but in the sense o f an art form, for
instance, painting or music. See Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation o f B iblical Narrative,
135. A study done by E. H. Gombrich in A rt and Illusion, on the properties o f art, reveals
a correspondence in biblical narrative as an art form. Gombrich elucidates a very
important dynamic in the art world: the message implicit in a work o f art may only be
1
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having one o f the highest artistic qualities in literature known, and thus are regarded
highly among the foremost literary treasures o f the world.1 A necessary requirement for
the coherent interpretation o f such works is an appreciation o f the grid o f conventions
upon which these works were modeled. A knowledge o f these conventions can help to
unravel knotty elements which so often reside in these works o f art. Through the study of
these conventions the researcher is able to decipher "patterns o f repetition, symmetry, and
contrast," distinguish between the "verisimilar and the fabulous," derive "directional clues
in a narrative work," and tell "what is innovative and what is deliberately traditional at
each nexus o f the artistic creation."2
Unfortunately, not all o f the literary or oral conventions through which the Bible
writers or orators shaped their works are retrievable today. Fortunately, literary research
deciphered when the object being painted is understood in its relationship with other
objects on the canvass. In other words, our perception o f w hat we see is not based on
absolutes, but relationships. Thus, there is no correct size for painting a house or a
flower. It all depends on what else is in the picture and where it is located. There is no
absolute shade o f green, but actual pigment will depend on contrasts and lighting effects
desired by the artist. In other words, the size and color o f objects are relative; they are
only truly represented, not by the artist’s ability to replicate the original in terms of size
and color, but by how those objects stand in relation to each other. See E. H. Gombrich,
A rt cm dIllusion (London: Pantheon, 1960), 38-62. It follows, then, that relationships in
paintings as in biblical narrative are clues to the interpretation o f what is seen. Biblical
narrative, according to Berlin, establishes such relationships in three ways: (I) by
narrative analogy where the reader is invited to interpret one story in terms o f another;
(2) by contrasting o f different characters; and (3) by using the techniques of repetition and
variation. See Berlin, Poetics cmd Interpretation o f B iblical Narrative, 136.
Shim on Bar-Efrat, Narrative A rt in the Bible, Bible and Literature Series, no. 17
(Sheffield: Almond, 1989), 9.
R o b ert Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative (New York: Basic, 1981), 47.
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has been able to cull some basic elements o f ancient literary conventions; these help us to
understand and interpret the biblical narratives in a more proficient manner. One such
convention is designated "type-scene."
In his book, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, Robert Alter dedicates a chapter to the
treatment o f type-scenes in biblical narrative. He describes a type-scene as "a basic
convention o f biblical narrative," whose likeness can be seen in Greek epics o f Homer,
where "certain elements o f repetitive compositional patterns" reside. These pronounced
patterns which resurge at certain narrative junctures were "conventionally anticipated,
even counted on." Alter further affirms: "Against that ground o f anticipation the biblical
authors set words, motifs, themes, personages, and actions into an elaborate dance o f
significant innovation."1
Robert Tannehill endorses and augments Alter’s definition and gives a modest
elaboration on type-scenes. He posits that "we may speak o f a type-scene when a basic
situation, with similar characters and plot elements, recurs several times in a given
literature.. . . The recurrent pattern suggests similarity, and the variations prevent
monotony."2
^ i d . , 62.
2Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity ofLuke-Acts, A Literary Interpretation:
The A cts o f the Apostles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1990), 202. For further elaboration on
the definition o f the type-scene, see sub-section "Type-Scene Defined," below.
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Statement o f the Problem
Type-scenes are not only prevalent in the biblical narratives o f the Old
Testament1 but are also frequent in the New. In fact, they are common in the narratives
o f the Gospels.2 O f these, banquet feasts seem to hold a place o f prominence.3 This
suggests that banquet feasts played a major role in the milieu o f New Testament society.
So significant was the banquet that its imagery was employed by Jesus himself in some o f
his parabolic discourses, such as, The Great Banquet, The Wedding Garment, The Ten
Virgins, The Narrow Door, Places at a Feast, The Choice o f Guests, The Prodigal Son,
1Alter elucidates the betrothal type-scene in Old Testament narratives, as well as
others, such as the encounter with the future betrothed at a well, the epiphany in the field,
the initiatory trial, the discovery o f a well o r other source o f sustenance, and the testament
o f the dying hero. See Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 51. Other Old Testament
type-scenes are: the divine council (David Marron Flemming, "The Divine Council as
Type-Scene in the Hebrew Bible" [PhD . dissertation, Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary, 1989]); the foreigner/sojourner wife-sister ploy for self-preservation (Victor
Salanga, "Three Stories o f the Endangered Wife: Gen 12:10-20; 20:1-18; 26:1-11; A
Narrative and Stylistic Analysis" [Ph.D. dissertation, Pontiflcia Universitas Gregoriana,
1989]); the announcement of battle news (David Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant:
Transformations o f Genre in the Growth o f B iblical Literature [San Francisco: Harper
and Row, 1987]).
2Just to mention a few common examples: the master and servant, the growth o f
seeds, and building a tower. See Anthony Basil Taylor, "The Master-Servant TypeScene in the Parables o f Jesus" (Ph.D. dissertation, Fordham University, New York,
1989), 15. There are others such as: the annunciation o f the birth o f a hero and
temptation in a desert (Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 51); the public accusation
(Tannehill, The Narrative Unity ofLuke-A cts: The A cts o f the Apostles)', the sea-storm
(Pamela Lee Thimes, "Convention and Invention: Studies in the Biblical Sea-Storm
Type-Scene" [Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1990]).
3Feast o f Levi, Luke 5:29; The Wedding at Cana, John 2:2-10; Feast o f Simon the
Leper, Luke 7:36-38 = John 2:2-8; The Last Supper, Matt 26:17-29 = Mark 14:12-25 =
Luke 22:7-20 = John 13:2,4; 21:20; Places at Feasts, Matt 23:6 = Mark 12:39 = Luke
20:45; Who Is the Greatest, Luke 22:26-27.
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and Wedding Guests and Fasting.1
Though studies on type-scenes in other areas have been done,2 so far no study has
been pursued on the banquet type-scene in the parables o f Jesus.3 The commonalities
and/or differences that exist between the banquet parables and the banquet scenes in
literature o f pre-New Testament and early post-New Testament eras have not been
systematically studied. Consequently, the substantive question to be investigated in this
dissertation is, How is the banquet type-scene in the parables o f Jesus illuminated by
literature o f the Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Jewish, Greco-Roman, and Early Christian
worlds?

Purpose
The purpose o f this dissertation is to analyze the banquet type-scene in the
parables o f Jesus in order to discover w hether these parables are in dialogue with fixed
literary and oral conventions found in literature outside o f these parables. The study will
seek to find out what were these conventions; how they were developed; whether Jesus
and the Gospel writers conformed to, differed from, or uniquely modified these
lM att 22:2-10 = Luke 14:15-24 // cf. Gos. Thom. 64; M att 22:11-14; 25:1-13;
Luke 13:22-30; 14:7-11; 14:12-14; 15:11-32; Matt 9:15 = M ark 2:19-20 = Luke 5:37-38
// cf. Gos. Thom. 104.
^ o r a summary o f studies on each o f these type-scenes, see sub-section "TypeScene Studies," below.
3The only type-scene study done so far on the parables o f Jesus is Taylor’s
dissertation on "The Master Servant Type-Scene in the Parables o f Jesus."
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conventions in the formulation o f their parables; and how these parables would have
impacted upon their audiences.

Methodology
This research is strongly influenced by the methods o f literary criticism and more
specifically, narrative criticism. Literary criticism is a synchronic approach which seeks
to understand the text as it is, as opposed to a diachronic approach with its emphasis on
the historical dimension. This does not suggest that historical considerations are
excluded in the literary exercise.
The term literary criticism is used in many senses for a diverse field o f study.
Over the years this diversity has created a barrage o f contrasting definitions and
procedures. However, despite these variations, the common thread o f literary criticism
still remains the analysis o f the written text, whose primary concern is to answer the
question, "How does the text mean?" and not, "What does the text mean?"1 It looks at the
text, not through it.2 W hile this dissertation will focus mainly on the "how" o f the text, it
will also demonstrate the way in which the "how" may help to interpret the "what" o f the
text.
E lizabeth Struthers Malbon, "Narrative Criticism: How Does the Story Mean?"
in M ark and M ethod: N ew Approaches in B iblical Studies, ed. Janice C. Anderson and
Stephen D. Moore (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1992), 23-49. See also Hans-Otto
Reling, “The Composition o f Tripolar Pronouncement Stories in the Gospel o f Mark”
(Ph.D. dissertation, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1994), 2-5.
2Mark Allan Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism? Guides to Biblical
Scholarship, New Testament Series (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990), 8.
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David S. Dockery points out that "closely related, and at times indistinguishable,
are new classifications o f literary criticism called narrative criticism, compositional
criticism, and rhetorical criticism."1 These designations are at times used interchangeably
and synonymously with literary criticism.2 This study will interact mainly with narrative
criticism, whose basic focus is on the formal features in a narrative which reveal the story
line. Narrative criticism includes the study o f type-scenes.

Possible Approaches
Biblical exegesis as it stands today may be divided into two camps-the
proponents of the synchronic approach to exegesis and the advocates o f the diachronic
approach. The distinction between a synchronic approach and diachronic approach to
literature originated with the Swiss scholar, Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). In 1916
his idea o f a structural approach to language was published in French, and subsequently
in English in 1959.3

The Diachronic Approach
To exegete diachronically is to study a text based upon its historical evolution, in
‘David S. Dockery, "New Testament Interpretation: A Historical Survey," in New
Testament Criticism and Interpretation, ed. David Alan Black and David S. Dockery
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 61.
2See, for instance, Edwin M. Good, review o f Literary Criticism o f the Old
Testament, by Norman Habel, Journal o f B iblical Literature 92 (1973): 287-289; Grant
R. Osborne, "Redaction Criticism," in New Testament Criticism a n d Interpretation, ed.
David Alan Black and David S. Dockery (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 199.
3Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. C. Bally, A.
Sechehaye, and A. Riedlinger (London: Fontana, 1959).
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a quest for its historical authenticity. The diachronic exegetes are preoccupied in some
form or another with the pursuit for the historical reality o f Scripture. They are bent on
applying the historical-critical method, making assumptions about the synthetic nature o f
the text. Their interests involve establishing accurate texts and translations,
understanding the cultural milieu and historical backgrounds and circumstances from
which the biblical material developed, investigating possible sources and analogues o f the
Bible stories, explicating biblical theology, seeking earliest forms o f individual stories,
and trying to understand how they gradually developed.1 Some o f the more common
disciplines that fit this description of research are form criticism, source criticism,
redaction criticism, and textual criticism.

The Synchronic Approach
While the main aim o f the diachronists is to look at the history o f the text, the
synchronic critics are interested in the final stage o f that history-the present text. The
synchronic approach to a text is often called “text-immanenf’exegesis-a method that
searches for the meaning o f a text in its final form.2 This approach is a literary enterprise.
The synchronists view the biblical text as a unity. They are interested in the study o f the
text, in its immediate form and structure. The synchronic approach embodies a wide
range o f analytical methods under the rubric o f literary criticism. It embraces such
‘Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis, James S. Ackerman, and Thayer S. Warsaw, eds.,
Literary Interpretations o f Biblical Narratives (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1982), 10.
D an iel Hojoon Ryou, Zephaniah's Oracles against the Nations: A Synchronic
and Diachronic Study o f Zephaniah 2:1-3:8, Biblical Interpretation Series no. 13 (Leiden:
E J. Brill, 1995), 1.
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disciplines as literary criticism and all its interdisciplinary methods, rhetorical criticism,
canonical criticism, structuralism, and deconstruction.

A Complementary Approach
The diachronic approach with all its corollaries dominated modem biblical
scholarship for the last hundred years, until the gradual and constant rise o f the
synchronic approach began in the latter part o f the twentieth century with the arrival o f
post-modem ideas.1 This resulted in a polarization o f approaches in some quarters.
‘In the 1980s, biblical studies were beginning to temper their obsessive
historicism with a reevaluation o f biblical narrative art, nowhere more so than in the book
o f Samuel. See David M. Gunn, Narrative a n d N ovella in Samuel: Studies by Hugo
Gressman a n d O ther Scholars, 1906-1923, trans. David E. Orton (Sheffield: Almond,
1991), 7. Modernism began in the West, since the Enlightenment in the eighteenth
century with Rene Descartes whose philosophy elevated humankind to the center o f
reality. Its main characteristics are “the belief in the superiority o f reason, the possibility
of the objective assessment o f data, the possibility o f comprehensive explanation of
whatever is under investigation, and the inevitability o f progress.” James W. Voelz, What
Does This M ean? Principles o f B iblical Interpretation in the Post-M odern W orld (St.
Louis, MO: Concordia, 1995), 15. M odem science, as popularly understood, exhibits all
o f these traits. The term "post-modern," coined in the 1930s, referred to a major
historical transition already under way and as a designation for certain developments o f
the arts. However, it did not gain widespread attention until the 1970s. In the current
postmodern world, each o f the modem beliefs is questioned-and more. Postmodernism
is characterized by increasing distrust o f reason and its ability to achieve understanding;
lack o f belief in objectivity as a possible stance with which to achieve understanding, so
that all attempts at understanding are perspectival; disbelief in the possibility of
comprehensive explanation o f anything and everything in life, so that all explanation is
partial; and loss o f faith in the notion of “progress,” including the loss o f belief in the
inevitability o f progress. Postmodernism in its extreme form questions the notion o f a
“reality out there,” separate from any observer/interpreter, even in the scientific realm.
The postmodern philosophical mind-set expresses itself in the current, dominant literary
theory called "post-structuralism" and its reactant "deconstruction." For more details, see
Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996). See also
James Voelz, who offers a "postmodern" linguistic approach to the study o f the
Scriptures, where neutrality and objectivity are disclaimed. In fact, Voelz holds that only
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Some Bible critics began proposing the primacy o f their approach.1 And the hard-line
proponent o f any one approach is usually convinced that his approach is the most resilient
for the study which he undertakes.2
church believers can truly interpret the Scriptures, because interpretation is a radically
subjective enterprise. See Voelz, What Does This M ean? Principles o f Biblical
Interpretation in the Post-M odern World.
‘Some strong proponents o f the synchronic approach: Paul R. Noble, The
Canonical Approach: A C ritical Reconstruction o f the Hermeneutics o f Brevard S. Childs
(Leiden: E J. Brill, 1995); Moises Silva, Biblical Words and Their Meaning: A n
Introduction to Lexical Semantics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983); Leonard L.
Thompson, Introducing B iblical Literature: A M ore Fantastic Country (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1978). He described his approach as an adventure into the
"fantastic country" (the literary beauty o f the Bible); Amos N. Wilder, Early Christian
Rhetoric: The Language o f the Gospel (London: SCM, 1964). Wilder chided his
scholarly peers, who slighted the import o f the literary analysis of Scripture, and
described this attitude as an "occupational cramp." See idem, Jesus Parables an d the War
o f M yths (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), 15; In summarizing his "Methodological
Considerations," Gros Louis openly claims that his "approach is essentially ahistorical."
His emphasis is "on the text itself-not on the circumstances that brought the text into its
present form, no to n its religious and cultural foundations. See Gros Louis et al, 14, 15;
W. Ross Winterowd, Rhetoric: A Synthesis (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1968).
In W interowd’s modus operandi, the capstone o f the literary critical endeavor spans a
ten-point sweep from (1) the initial encounter with the text to (10) its meaning or
interpretation, applying diachronic and synchronic rubrics. Under the diachronic rubric
he points out two basic concerns: authorship and setting (the second and third step
respectively). The synchronic spectrum prevails over the diachronic, in that Winterowd
avers seven areas: the whole piece; medium gattung] stance; form (structure); style;
metastyle; ratio. Thus, in terms o f defined approaches Winterowd promotes a higher
synchronic interest. See Winterowd, 180-196.
2The historical critic today may venture to argue the invalidity o f an “existing
text.” Richard Moulton, The Literary Study o f the Bible (New York: AMS, 1970), viii.
He may go so far as to declare the text valid only when it is has passed through the rigors
of the historical-critical method. Each critic claims the primacy of his approach in a twostep process, where the other critic will use the former findings to facilitate his
investigation. Apparently, literary and historical critics who maintain that their method is
superior or independent o f each other have a poor and unrealistic notion of priorities, yet
in their practice are truer to dependence on another’s method than they would profess.
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However, in the early eighties, Crossan promoted the idea that biblical studies
must not be limited to one discipline only, but should be approached through the matrix
o f other disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, and literature, not excluding the
older historical-critical methods. He proceeded to represent all o f the methods on a
graph, using two axes-the vertical Structural Axis representing the para-historical
(synchronic) approaches, and the horizontal Historical Axis displaying the diachronic
approaches to the text.1
There is a virtual consensus among biblical scholars that in order to attain a
complementary exegesis o f the biblical text, the exegete m ust adequately account for the
historical and literaiy aspects o f the text.2 Edgar McKnight puts it clearly: “Structural
lSee John Dominic Crossan, "Ruth Amid the Alien Com: Perspectives and
Methods in Contemporary Biblical Criticism," in The B iblical M osaic, ed. R.M. Polzin
and E. Rothman (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), 199-210. This notion o f interdependence
and interaction of methods was advocated strongly by critics o f the historical-critical
school. See, for instance, John Barton, Reading the O ld Testament: M ethod in Biblical
Study (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984), 127; Wolfgang Richter, Exegese als
Literaturwissenschaft: E n tw u rf einer alttestamentlichen Literaturtheorie und
Methodologie (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1971), 72.
2Several scholars support the correspondence between the synchronic and
diachronic approaches. See, for example, Damrosch, 30-32. Moulton makes a statement
on the question o f priority: “Historic and literary study are equal in importance; but for
priority in order of tim e die literary treatment has the first claim.” He continues to
explicate the reasons for such a position: “The reason o f this is that the starting point of
historical analysis m ust be that very existing text, which is the sole concern o f the
morphological study.” And though the historical critic examines the text in the light of
other sources, and may even alter or rearrange the text, yet, admittedly, “the most
important single element on which he has to work is the text as it has come down to us.”
Moulton, viii-ix. Noble has delineated three possible types o f relationship that one could
consider when comparing the synchronic study of the text in its final form and diachronic
study of text in its developmental stages. The possibilities o f two approaches may either
be mutually unrelated, mutually complementary or supportive, or mutually antagonistic or
destructive. The second alternative suggests that the results o f each approach can
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analysis cannot be done apart from historical and existential consideration.. . .

The

reader cannot discern elements and structures o f meaning apart from the particular
manifestation o f those elements and structures to other historical phenomena.”1 The
literary approach to the Bible is no less consequential than the historical, for the being of
the biblical narrative is equally as appealing as its becoming}
The relegation o f the historical to an ancillary place in the interpretive process
leads to an ideological rather than a methodological reorientation. Literary polemics may
serve its objective in excluding the historical premise, but does not substitute a
complementary scholarly alternative for the full appreciation o f Scripture.3 Given the fact
mutually help each other. See Noble, 159. Sternberg posits that a proper literary
approach to the Bible must not be confused with an ahistorical subjectivity, fueled only
by the perceptions of the present reader. He adduces that the operations o f the historical
critic compel him to have, as a starting point, the extant text, that is, the text that has
come down to us. His investigation involves an encounter with the extant text and its
approval, reshaping, or decomposition. The literary critic not only enjoys the extant text,
but is constrained to operate within a variety o f assumptions about the text’s source, that
is, the acceptability of the text, the underlying language system, the implied world picture,
and the operative codes o f form and meaning. See Meir Sternberg, The P oetics o f Biblical
N arrative: Ideological Literature a n d the Drama o f Reading (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1985), 1-7, 8.
^ d g a r V. McKnight, M eaning in Texts (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), 250-251.
Although the work of Hermann Gunkel (the Bible critic whose name is usually associated
with Gatiungsgeschichte [1862-1932]) is basically diachronic in perspective, it also
showed a partial shift to the synchronic realm. In his work on Genesis, Gunkel handled
areas such as the internal structure, people and their characterization, the relationship
between plot, dialogue, and description, elements o f style, and aspects o f plot and the
absence o f explicit evaluation. See Hermann Gunkel, The Legends o f Genesis: The
B iblical Saga and History (New York: Schocken, 1964).
2Bar-Efrat, 10.
3Cf. Edward Noort, "‘Land’ in the Deuteronomistic Tradition: Genesis 15: The
Historical and Theological Necessity o f a Diachronic Approach," in Synchronic or
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that the two orientations are interdependent, they must be combined for every
investigation o f the Scripture if the true meaning o f its contents is to be derived.
Needless to say, the historian cannot make assumptions about the source without the
resource o f the discourse, nor may the literary critic make suppositions about the
discourse without the resource o f the source. The Bible awaits both enterprises.1
The swinging o f the pendulum in parabolic studies from the descriptive to the
narrative approach during the latter half o f the twentieth century has brought with it a new
enthusiasm for parabolic research. As a result, there is a temptation to be pessimistic and
suspicious about any method that employs historical and philological tools.
Notwithstanding, the aesthetic dimension can be adequately appreciated only when
considered along with the historical or descriptive.
I am therefore inclined to abide by a more balanced approach, where the two
approaches, though distinct, complement each other in the exegetical task. This
dissertation intends to respect each approach. The main intent of this research will be not
only to exhibit the literariness of the parables o f Jesus (the question o f the how), but will
also demonstrate how the literary approach can inform and help to confirm the findings of
the descriptive approach (the question o f the what) in parabolic interpretation. In other
words, the intent is to show how “the how” may aid in understanding what is “the what”
Diachronic? A Debate on M ethod in O ld Testament Exegesis, ed. Johannes De Moor
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 129-144. Noort demonstrates a genuine need for the
diachronic approach. He discloses that the many victories which have been won in the
synchronic camp were not because o f better positive arguments or more convincing
exegesis, but by showing the weaknesses o f the diachronic positions. Ibid., 129.
lStemberg, The Poetics o f B iblical Narrative, 8, 17.
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o f the parables. One could even argue that the historical informs the literary, and that is a
valid advance. Yet this author will show that it can be the other way around.1 The two
should complement each other, for they are interdependent.
The primary focus of this research is synchronic. I do not mean to suggest that
questions o f origin are irrelevant; but I do reject such a quest as the first step in studying
the Bible. The diachronic approach, mainly worked through the principles o f historical
criticism, has been in vogue for a long time now, and I believe a synchronic approach
applied through the rudiments o f literary criticism has begun to occupy the limelight, for
through the symbolic structure of the Bible, all other critical approaches are opened to the
biblical scholar.2

Methodological Considerations
The main thrust of this research involves a study o f the type-scene convention in
the parables o f Jesus that portray a banquet imagery. Therefore, it is not only reasonable,
but necessary, that the first concern be to establish the nature and function o f type-scenes.
Thus, the first step will be to analyze the components and characteristics o f type-scenes.
1After all, the exegetical process m ust begin synchronically. For a theoretical
argument o f the antecedence o f the synchronic to the diachronic approach, see Eep
Talstra, Solom on’s Prayer: Synchrony a nd Diachrony in the Composition o f 1 Kings
8:14-61, trans. G. Runia-Deenick (Kampen, Netherlands: Kok Pharos, 1993); idem,
"Deuteronomy 9 and 10: Synchronic and Diachronic Observations," in Synchronic or
Diachronic? A Debate on M ethod in O ld Testament Exegesis, ed. Johannes De Moor
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 187-210. Cf. Meindert Dijkstra, "The Geography o f the Story
o f Balaam: Synchronic Reading as a Help to Date a Biblical Text," in Synchronic or
Diachronic? A Debate on M ethod in O ld Testament Exegesis, ed. Johannes De Moor
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 172-197.
2Thompson, xv.
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The second concern is to explore literature using banquet imagery outside the
domain o f Jesus’ parables. Using a predominantly diachronic approach, the second step
will be to examine the banquet images found in other literature. An attempt will be made
to discover the developmental stages o f the type-scene for every type o f literature studied.
In chronological sequence, this section will begin with the Egyptian literature, followed
by Mesopotamian (Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, and Ugaritic texts), the Old
Testament, Greek and Roman, followed by Jewish Intertestamental literature, together
with New Testament narratives and Early Christian literature. It will conclude with the
rabbinic parables o f the period o f the Tannaim. A discovery o f the literary and oratorical
devices used by orators and writers o f those periods will help to determine how these
devices might have influenced or not influenced the rhetorical devices used by Jesus in
his banquet discourses, and the literary devices used by the Gospel writers.
The third concern is to find out whether Jesus’ method o f relating banquet
parables, and the Gospel writers’ ways o f writing them were different from, similar to, or
unique, within the literary and rhetorical conventions o f the different periods. The most
important step in this study will be to systematically examine the literary parallels
between narratives with a banquet scene from literature outside o f the parables o f Jesus
and the nature and function of such scenes in Jesus’ parabolic discourses. Further, the
application of the type-scene to the texts will be used to demonstrate how type-scene
analysis can help one to understand and appreciate the written text.1 This will require a
'B y using this approach, the written text is accepted in the form in which it
appears. The words would be allowed to play out their possibilities without challenges to
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preliminary exegesis o f Jesus’ banquet parables, with special emphasis on traditiohistorical and textual analyses followed by the application of the type-scene to those
parables. Finally, the information garnered will be summarized. From this summary, the
basic question will be answered.

Justification
W e live in an age o f aesthetics. The m ost avant-garde books on the Bible are
studies o f narrative o r poetry. Today, literary theory is being applied to the biblical texts
even in the more staid areas o f research, such as commentaries and textual criticism.
According to Berlin, "Account is now taken o f literary issues such as the poetic needs and
impact o f a work, and the literary (not only historical) logic behind its formation."1
Critics now realize that it is practically futile to appreciate the dynamics o f the biblical
narrative fully unless one understands the network o f its component elements, penetrating
into its inner world, using the methods and tools o f literary scholarship.2 Gunkel, who
evinced a deep interest in the literary facets o f the Bible, claimed that anyone who did not
pay attention to their artistic form was not only deprived o f considerable pleasure but also
failed to clarify their meaning.3
their historical reliability or theological viability. In the end, this type-scene study will
demonstrate how the Bible, when studied from this perspective, throws light on the other
two aspects o f investigation.
‘Adele Berlin, "Narrative Poetics in the Bible," Prooftexts 6 (1986): 273.
^ ar-E frat, 9.
3Gunkel, The Legends o f Genesis, 11.
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Belief structures undergird the biblical narratives. Kort postulates that “the
narrative form, at the point o f each o f its constitutive elements (that is, character, plot,
tone and atmosphere) . . . is able to engage the sacred.” For him, a particular narrative
addresses and reflects orientation toward beliefs concerning mystery through these
elements. W hether life is personal or communal, these elements correspond to a structure
o f belief undergirding life. A human life, which has an identity and an orientation, rests
on a structure o f belief that formally matches the narrative form as a system o f discourse.
Therefore, narrative becomes “articulated belief structures that either reinforce the belief
structure o f the reader or challenge it.”1 Accordingly, the fundamentals of biblical
narrative must be apprehended in terms o f its structure, its conventions, and its
compositional techniques if we are to appreciate its role as a guide for human lives.
The Gospel narratives exhibit literary charm, and especially the metaphorical
narratives-the parables. "Unquestionably," according to Gabel and Wheeler, "the most
famous literary form in the Gospels is the parable, the use o f which especially
characterized Jesus’ teaching."2 “Certainly,” C. H. Dodd certifies, “there is no part o f the
Gospel record which has for the reader a clearer ring o f authenticity.”3
W esley S. Kort, Story, Text, and Scripture: Literary Interests in Biblical
Narrative (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988), 19.
Additionally, Kort affirms that narrative "provides an underlying unity to human
experience, so that fact and idea, event and word, reality and mind, are related before they
are separated." Ibid., 18.
2John B. Gabel and Charles B. Wheeler, The Bible as Literature: An
Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 21.
3C. H. Dodd, The Parables o f the Kingdom (London: Nisbet, 1935), 11.
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For centuries the parables have aroused the interest of Bible students and scholars.
Their puzzling nature seems to have appealed to the minds o f interpreters. The typical
parable o f Jesus, though simple at the surface level, exudes mystery and profundity at the
deeper level. A parable may charm the simple-minded,1yet baffle the educated. Its
enigmatic nature provokes the curiosity o f the inquisitive. Using this familiar convention
Christ could enlighten the sincere or foil the spy. C. H. Dodd succinctly describes the
mysterious parable as that which "arrests the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and
which leaves the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into
active thought."2
Some o f the important teachings o f Jesus were illustrated in parables that depict
banquet scenes. Banquet feasts played a m ajor role in the milieu o f life o f the ancient
Middle East.3 Not only were the ancients "intoxicated" with the festive activities o f
eating, drinking, merry-making, entertaining, dressing, and social interaction, but today’s
readers are enraptured by their charm. The very nature o f a banquet scenario captivates
the imagination. No doubt, a study o f the banquet and the parable makes an interesting
‘Categorically speaking, the typical parable is a story; therefore, W ilder’s
conclusions about story are also applicable to the parable. He confirms that story in the
life of the simple-minded is, perhaps, the m ost important form of linguistic construction.
Through this vehicle, however fragmentary, story can bring about meaningful order and a
degree o f coherence to human lives that are bombarded by the primordial chaos which
threatens social and psychological structures. See Amos Wilder, The N ew Voice (New
York: Herder and Herder, 1969), 56.
2Dodd, The Parables o f the Kingdom, 125.
3This is shown at length in chapter 4.
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combination o f adventure and mystery.
The value o f the banquet and its imagery in the parables o f Jesus to biblical
scholarship may be itemized as follows:
1. This study will serve as another "stake in the ground" for the support o f a
balanced approach to the study o f biblical narratives using both the historical (diachronic)
and the literary (synchronic) dimensions.
2. This balanced combination o f the literary and the historical will create rich
insights into the parabolic analysis and interpretation of type-scenes.
3. This study may serve as an incentive tool for Bible students to investigate the
parables with a keener literary eye.
4. If Bible readers can appreciate the narrative and rhetorical features imbedded
in parables, they may be better able to think the thoughts o f the biblical writers and hear
the words o f Jesus.

Scope/deli nutations
This research confines itself to prominent narratives that depict a banquet scene
from about B.C.E. 3000 to 300 C.E.1 This will include those found in Egyptian literature,
Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, and Ugaritic documents, the Hebrew Scriptures and
Jewish Intertestamental literature, as well as Greek classical literature, Roman works, the
New Testament, and Early Christian and Rabbinic literature o f the Tannaitic period.
N arratives were selected based upon their consistency in structure, theme, motifs,
keywords, and characters.
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These narratives will be studied in conjunction with all the parables o f Jesus that tell a
story and deal with a banquet scenario in the Synoptic Gospels and the Gnostic Gospel o f
Thomas. This dissertation will be limited to the study o f the banquet type-scene in the
parables o f Jesus.

Overview of the Dissertation
This dissertation is comprised o f six chapters. The introductory chapter is
followed by a review o f related literature which deals with two main areas. First, the role
o f narrative criticism for this study is established, followed by an investigation of the
parable in terms o f its history o f interpretation, definition, purpose and function, and
structure.
Chapter 3 discusses the nature and function o f the type-scene. The type-scene is
shown as an ancient literary convention. A survey o f type-scene studies which have been
done so far is presented, after w hich a definition of the type-scene is given. This is
followed by a study o f the components and characteristics o f the type-scene: plot,
character and characterization, setting, narrator, point o f view, repetition, and variation.
Chapter 4 deals with banquets and banquet scenes in antiquity outside o f the
parables o f Jesus: Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Ugaritic, Greco-Roman, Old Testament,
Intertestamental, N ew Testament, Early Christian and Non-canonical, and the Rabbinic
corpus. These are analyzed to find out whether the ancient artists and writers were
interacting with conventional elements and structural patterns o f the banquet type-scene
in antiquity. Three type-scenes are discovered.
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Chapter five creates a context for the working o f the banquet type-scenes. Seven
banquet parables are investigated: the Ten Virgins (Matt 25:1-13), the Narrow Door
(Luke 13:24-30 [cf. Matt 7:13-14]), Places at a Feast (Luke 14:7-11 [cf. Matt 23:6 =
M ark 12:39 = Luke 20:46]), the Choice o f Guests (Luke 14:12-14), the Great Supper
(Matt 22:2-10 = Luke 14:15-24 // Gos. Thom. 64), the Wedding Garment (Matt 22:1114), and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32). An elementary exegesis is done on each
parable followed by a detailed analysis o f the type-scene. The type-scene analysis shows
how this literary approach to the interpretation o f the parables complements the historical
or descriptive approach. Finally, chapter 6 summarizes the findings and makes
conclusions.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

The study o f the type-scene falls under the ambit o f narrative criticism. Narrative
criticism is a branch o f literary criticism. This dissertation investigates the banquet
parables o f Jesus from a literary standpoint. Consequently, there are two main areas
covered in this chapter. The first section shows the role o f narrative criticism in biblical
research. It briefly traces the historical development and dominance o f the literary
approach to the interpretation o f the Scriptures. After giving a definition o f narrative,
narrative criticism is explained by first comparing it with other criticisms within literary
criticism. This is done in order to put in perspective, the commonalities and differences
between narrative criticism and other criticisms within literary criticism. Then, a detailed
analysis o f the study o f narrative criticism is presented, demonstrating how narrative
criticism provides the framework for the study o f the type-scene. The second section
deals with an explanation o f the parable. It begins with a brief history o f interpretation o f
the parables, followed by a biblical definition o f the parable. The purpose and function o f
the parable together with its structure close this section.

22
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Narrative Criticism in Biblical Research
The Bible as Literature
In 1975, Alter lamented the long overdue literary analysis o f the Hebrew Bible,
This was a legitimate cry in light o f the fact that "more than one third o f the Hebrew
Bible consists o f narratives."1 Alter was referring to the stable formulations o f narratorial
study, such as "the artful use o f language,. . . the shifting play o f ideas, conventions,
tone, sound, imagery, narrative viewpoint, compositional units, and much else; the kind
o f . .. critical approaches" which "have illuminated, for example, the poetry o f Dante, the
plays of Shakespeare, the novels o f Tolstoy."2 Alter was prepared to make the Bible
scrutable in the eyes of the modem literary critics. Since Alter’s clarion call to honor the
Bible literarily, there has been a resurgence o f interest in the study o f the Bible as
literature.3
lBar-Efrat, 9.
R o b ert Alter, "A Literary Approach to the Bible," Commentary 47 (December
1975): 70-71.
3The study o f the Bible as literature has flourished over recent years, especially
with magisterial works by people such as Alter, Berlin, Sternberg, Bar-Efrat, Culpepper,
Funk, Ryken and Longman, and Culley. See Robert Alter, "How Convention Helps Us
Read: The Case o f the Bible’s Annunciation Type-Scene," P rooftexts 3 (1983): 115-130;
idem, "A Literary Approach to the Bible," 70-71; idem, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative;
idem, The W orld o f Biblical Literature (New York: Basic, 1992); Berlin, "Narrative
Poetics in the Bible"; idem, Poetics a n d Interpretation o f B iblical N arrative; Meir
Sternberg, Expositional M odes and Temporal O rdering in Fiction (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1978); idem, The Poetics o f Biblical Narrative: Ideological
Literature and the Drama o f Readings, Bar-Efrat, Narrative A rt in the B ible; R. Allan
Culpepper, Anatomy o f the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary D esign (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1983); idem, "Redundancy and the Implied Reader in Matthew: A Response to
Janice Capel Anderson and Fred W. Burnette," Paper presented at the annual meeting o f
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Far from being a random plethora o f heterogeneous literary fragments (forms or
genres), the biblical corpus is to be regarded as containing a definitive, unified, archetypal
structure. The Bible’s unity “goes far beyond the unity o f national authorship,1 religious
subject matter, and didactic purpose. Biblical literature has a unifying plot conflict-the
great spiritual conflict between good and evil. Almost every incident in biblical literature
turns out to be in some sense a re-enactment o f this archetypal plot.”2
the Society o f Biblical Literature on Literary Aspects o f the Gospels and Acts, The
Loews Anatole, Dallas, Texas, December 19-22, 1983; Robert W. Funk, Language,
Hermeneutic and the Word ofG od: The Problem o f Language in the N ew Testament and
Contemporary Theology (New York: Harper & Row, 1966); idem, Parables and
Presence: Form s o f the New Testament Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); idem,
The Poetics o f Biblical Narrative (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1988); idem, "Structure in
the Narrative Parables o f Jesus," Semeia 2 (1974): 51-81; Leland Ryken, "The Bible as
Literature: A Brief History," in A Complete Literary Guide to the B ible, ed. Leland
Ryken and Tremper Longman HI (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993), 49-68; idem, How to
R ead the Bible as Literature (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984); idem, Words o f Life: A
Literary Introduction to the N ew Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987); idem, ed., The
New Testament in Literary Criticism (New York: Frederick Ungar, 1984); Leland Ryken
and Tremper Longman HI, eds., A Complete Literary Guide to the B ible (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1993); Robert C. Culley, Oral Formulaic Language in the Biblical Psalms
(Toronto: University o f Toronto Press, 1967); idem, "Some Comments on Structural
Analysis and Biblical Studies," Vetus Testamentum 22 (1972): 120-142; idem, Studies in
the Structure o f Hebrew Narrative (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1976); idem, Themes and
Variation: A Study o f Action in Biblical Narrative (Atlanta: Scholars, 1992). One may
also take note o f publications from the Journalfor the Study o f the O ld Testament series.
‘The Scriptures as a whole, and in its constitutive units, embrace a unitary design
with a single “authorial voice,” although the several or many authors who contribute to
that design may have lived centuries apart. See Herbert Chanan Brichto, Toward a
Grammar o f B iblical Poetics: Tale o f the Prophets (New York: Oxford University Press,
1992), viii.
2Leland Ryken, "Literary Criticism o f the Bible: Some Fallacies," in Literary
Interpretations o f B iblical Narratives, ed. Kenneth R. Gros Louis, James S. Ackerman,
and Thayer S. Warsaw (Nashville: Abingdon, 1982), 34.
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The Bible’s structure is highly functional.1 Its narratives, as with all social
discourse, are controlled by a conscious purpose on the part o f the narrator or author, and
are designed to make a certain effect on the audience or addressee. The structure o f the
Bible is a means toward a communicative end. Using skillful devices, the biblical author,
via the narrator, brings about certain reader responses (at times in subtle ways).2
There is no question that the Bible, as much other treasured literature, is amenable
to the rigors o f literary analysis and to the principles and procedures o f narrative criticism.
For the fundamentalist who insists that the Bible is “inerrant” and is literally “the Word
o f God,” whether in prescriptive form or narrative discourse, the genre of biblical
narrative is all authentic history, purely nonfictional, a genuine report, faithful and true in
its representation of the past-place, people, time, and events. F or the secular mind, “the
Bible is a melange of nonfiction and fiction, a curious hodgepodge o f theology and law
lLategan and Vorster place the biblical material into three categorical features:
historical, structural, theological. Speaking o f "the structural," they argue that every
Bible student recognizes that the Bible comes in the mold o f a specific structure. In one
sense, the Bible is linguistically structured with elements o f grammar, syntax, and
semantics, which are governed by certain rules. In another sense, the Bible exhibits a
unified structure; individual units stand in specific relation to one another, to other
productions o f an author, and to the text as a whole. See Bernard C. Lategan and Willem
S. Vorster, Text and Reality: Aspects o f Reference in B iblical Texts (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1985), 5.
2One Bible writer affirmed: "In addition to being a wise man, the Preacher also
taught the people knowledge; and he pondered, searched out and arranged many
proverbs. The Preacher sought to find delightful words and write words o f truth
correctly," Eccl 12:9-10 (NASB). The writers o f the Bible operated as literary craftsmen;
this is evidenced in the frequency with which they refer to literary genres, such as,
chronicle, prophecy, proverb, saying, psalm, gospel, parable, epistle, apocalypse, and so
forth.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

26

mixed into a batter with various kinds o f poetry in the frame o f a narrative whose main
thrust is to trace the origins and vicissitudes o f the people that produced it.”1
To surmise that the study o f the Bible as literature cheats on the potency which
may be derived when it is studied as Scripture is not legitimate. "The distinction between
the Bible as literature and the Bible as scripture is largely artificial. The church can
properly hear its Bible as scripture only when it reads it as literature.”2

Narrative Defined
Though one may be able to readily identify a narrative, what makes it as such is
not immediately recognizable. Narrative’s complexity and variability make it bereft o f a
commonly shared definition. This difficulty is compounded by the fact that theorists and
critics have their own philosophical and personal interests and tend to assume that one of
the elements of narrative is always the most important.3 The study o f narrative in general
has created a rich and complex network o f discussion. Literary critics have come to
^richto, Toward a Grammar o f Biblical Poetics, 21.
2David J. A. Clines, "Story and Poem: The Old Testament as Literature and as
Scripture," Interpretation 34 (April 1980): 115.
3This is immediately seen in Scholes and Kellogg’s selection o f “character” as the
primary vehicle o f meaning in narrative as opposed to Aristotle’s accentuation o f “plot.”
See Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg. The Nature o f Narrative (London: Oxford
University Press, 1966), 160-206. Kermode, Ricoeur, and Genette advocate time as the
central element o f narrative. See F. Kermode, The Sense o f E nding (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1967); Paul Ricoeur, "Narrative Time," C ritical Inquiry 7 (1980): 169190; Gerard Genette, "Time and Narrative in A la recherche du tem ps perdu," trans. Paul
De Man, in Aspects o f N arrative: Selected Papersfro m the E nglish Institute, ed. J. Hillis
M iller (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970), 93-118.
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regard the study of narratives as an area where there are a variety o f approaches, and upon
which a number of disciplines converge. This variety is diffused among major
narratorial disciplines with significant exchange.1
This convergence and interchange o f disciplines in narratorial studies, combined
with the personal agendas of literary critics, have caused the rise o f several designations
and denotations. In secular literary studies, narrative may be perceived as “a means by
which human beings represent and restructure the world."2 Some literary critics
^ v e r the past decades there have been multi-disciplinary efforts in narrative
research. Hendricks treats narrative from a folklore and linguistics perspective. See W.
O. Hendricks, Essays on Sem iolinguistics and Verbal A rt (The Hague: Mouton, 1973);
idem, "Folklore and Structural Analysis o f Literary Texts," Language and Style 3 (1970):
83-121. Toolan deals with narrative from a viewpoint o f literary theory and socio
linguistics, while van Dijk analyzes narratives by combining psychological and
sociolinguistic models. See Michael J. Toolan, Narrative: A C ritical Linguistic
Introduction (London: Routledge, 1988); T. A. van Dijk, Prejudice in Discourse: An
Analysis o f Ethic Prejudice in Cognition and Conversation (Amsterdam: John
Benjamins, 1984). Brewer connects psychological with anthropological findings in
exploring the ramifications of narrative research, while Bruner (1986 and 1990) does so
with psychological and literary themes. See W. F. Brewer, "The Story o f Schema:
Universal and Culture-Specific Properties," in Literacy, Language and Learning, ed. D.
A. Olsen, N. Torrance, and A. Hildyard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985),
167-194; Jerome Bruner, A cts o f M eaning (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1990); and idem, Actual Minds, Possible Worlds (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1986). Coles explores narrative in psychiatry and literature. See R. Coles, The C all
o f Stories: Teaching and the M oral Imagination (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1988).
Polkinghome investigates narrative in history, literature, psychology, and philosophy to
provide knowledge for narrative experts who work with case histories and narrative
explanations. See D. E. Polkinghome, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences
(Albany, NY: State University o f N ew York Press, 1988).
2W. J. T. Mitchell, On Narrative (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1981), 8.
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understand it as "a specific cultural system."1 Still, others see it as "a primary act o f the
mind"2 or "the primary scheme by means o f which human existence is rendered
meaningful."3
There are those who designate narrative as an experiential enterprise. As people
relate or write narratives they are actually engaging in “a perceptual activity that
organizes data into a special pattern which represents and explains experience.”4
Narrative is the “organizing principle” through which “people organize their experience
in, knowledge about, and transactions with the social world.”5 A psycho-existential
viewpoint is seen where narratives are described as “overt manifestations of the mind in
action: as windows to both the content of the mind and its ongoing operations.”6
Narrative in classical history may be defined as “a chaotic conglomerate of
countless individual stories o f a more-or-less exemplary nature . . . and this narrative
rR. P. Fawcett, M. A. K. Halliday, S. M. Lamb, and A. Makkai, The Semiotics o f
Culture and Language, vol. 2 (London: Pinter, 1984), 20. Cortazzi investigates a variety
o f approaches to narrative and demonstrates that narrative analysis can allow us "to study
teachers’ culture and thinking, both qualitatively and quantitatively." See Martin
Cortazzi, Narrative Analysis, Social Research and Educational Studies Series, no. 12
(London: Falmer, 1993), 1.
B arbara Hardy, The C ollected Essays o f Barbara Hardy, vol. 1 (Sussex:
Harvester, 1987), 1.
3Polkinghome, 11.
4E. Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film (London: Routledge, 1992), 3.
sBruner, Acts o f M eaning, 35.
6W. Chafe, "Some Things That Narratives Tell Us about the Mind," in Narrative
Thought and Narrative Language, ed. B.K. Britton and A.D. Pellegrini (Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1990), 79.
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recording o f events in historiography was based on the belief that history was made by
individuals.” 1 Ancient classical narratives are not explications o f “mass movements or o f
structural changes but o f the moral decisions o f individuals, who much earlier in Homer’s
day were called heroes.”2 In writing ancient classical narratives, authors were more
preoccupied with the moral lessons to be learned from the example o f a hero in the story
than in the scientific validity o f the facts presented for “the act o f interpreting historical
content was . . . an act o f moral judgm ent.”3
Except for the definition o f narrative in classical history, all o f the foregoing
representations of narrative are merely descriptive, not definitive. The simple definition
advanced by Holman and Harmon is attractive. Narrative is “an account o f events;
anything that is narrated,4 whether actual or fanciful, reported in any way for any
reason.”5 This narration o f course could be written, told, or dramatized. A minimalist
1P. Lutzeler, “Fictionality in Historiography and the Novel,” in Neverending
Stories: Toward a Critical Narratology, ed. A. Fehn (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1992), 30.
2Gareth Schmeling, “The Spectrum o f Narrative: Authority o f the Author,” in
Ancient F iction and E arly Christian N arrative, ed. Ronald F. Hock, J. Bradley Chance,
and Judith Perkins, Society o f Biblical Literature Symposium Series 6 (Atlanta: Scholars,
1998), 27.
3M. J. Wheeldon, "‘True Stories’: The Reception o f Historiography in Antiquity,"
in H istory as Text: The W riting o f A ncient H istory, ed. A. Cameron (Chapel Hill, NC:
University o f North Carolina Press, 1989), 59.
4Hugh C. Holman and W illiam Harmon, A Handbook to Literature (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1980), 308.
sRichardN. Soulen, H andbook o f B iblical Criticism (Atlanta: John Knox, 1971),
110 .
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definition is proposed by Propp. For him a narrative is a text in which there is recounted
a change from one state to a modified state.1 An even narrower definition is given by
Powell, who defines narrative “as any w ork o f literature that tells a story.”2 Scholes and
Kellogg augment Powell’s definition: “Narrative is all those literary works which are
distinguished by two characteristics: the presence o f a story and a story teller.”3
Evidently, Powell, Scholes, and Kellogg lim it their definition to written form.
Stories are commonly written in prose format,4 and are rarely found in poetry.5
They may be found in any literary material ranging from a newspaper account to a comic
strip, a poster to a “T” shirt, a book o f fiction to the Bible. These two incisive and
1Vladim ir Propp, M orphology o f F olktale (Austin, TX: University o f Texas Press,
1968), 7.
C ow ell, What Is Narrative Criticism ? 23. "While all stories are narratives, not all
narratives are stories,” says Brichto. For him some narratives may contain elements or
features o f story without being qualified as story. For example, the log o f the captain o f a
ship, or the minutes o f a meeting, or the chronicle o f a military campaign are not story.
Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 5.
3Scholes and Kellogg, 4.
4“Prose is any literature that is not poetry.” Prose can be classified “as literature
that is imaginative or fictional on one side and nonfictional, practical, or utilitarian on the
other.” See Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 19-20.
5Sometimes a fine line distinguishes poetry from prose. Poetry is not always
demarcated by its rhythm or rhyme, but in other instances it may simply be the
arrangement o f the lines that differentiates them. See, Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric,
92; S. Minot, Three Genres: The W ritings o f Fiction, Poetry, and Drama (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1965), 115-122. Cf. Thompson: "Poetry is distinguished from
prose insofar as poetic lines are approximately the same length and contain roughly the
same number of significant words. More importantly, poetic lines tend to form couplets
more considerably than prose” (16). See Ps 24; Isa 7:4-6.
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inclusive definitions help us to put a handle on a simple but concise definition o f biblical
narrative. Biblical narrative may be defined as any part o f the Written Word that gives an
account o f events, events that tell a story; a story written either in prose or poetry.
Indeed, a number o f parables in the Gospels constitute narratives.

Narrative Criticism as a Branch o f Literary Criticism
This section addresses the question o f w hat narrative criticism entails. It
discusses the origination o f the study, and how it relates to other branches o f literary
criticism. This section also looks at the components o f narrative criticism, and how they
function. Finally, it shows how narrative criticism can be used to illuminate the banquet
type-scene in the parables of Jesus.
Biblical scholarship pursues a wide variety o f interests. Under the rubric o f
biblical criticism are a host of categories. The Bible scholar interfaces with dozens o f
critical methods ^literary criticism, in no way being the least of them. With the continual
rise of these different critical disciplines, “discussions have become,” according to
Kessler, “a veritable confusion of tongues,”2 especially during the latter half o f the
twentieth century.
lThe more prominent ones are historical criticism, literary criticism, source
criticism, form criticism, tradition criticism, rhetorical criticism, genre criticism,
canonical criticism, textual criticism, narrative criticism, redaction criticism, readerresponse criticism, and structural criticism.
M a rtin Kessler, "A Methodological Setting for Rhetorical Criticism," in A rt and
M eaning: Rhetoric in Biblical Literature, ed. David J. A. Clines, David M. Gunn, and
Alan J. Hauser, Journal for the Study o f the Old Testament Supplement Series, 19
(Sheffield: JSOT, 1982), 1.
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Literary criticism as a branch o f biblical criticism faces its own challenges when it
comes to its precise definition and procedures. In 1971, Amos Wilder lamented over the
different connotations literary criticism bore for biblical scholars, making specific
reference to the preoccupation o f biblical scholars with matters o f authorship, sources,
dating, and purpose.1 The sweeping impact of a literary approach to the Bible in the late
1970s brought with it a multiplicity o f definitions and procedural methods,2 where each
proponent claimed a valid “literary approach” to the Bible.3
The pluralism in literary studies has been so phenomenal that it is impossible to
offer a complete survey of all possible critical methods and their permutations. Some o f
the more common approaches which fall under the rubric of literary criticism are
lWilder, Early Christian Rhetoric, xxii. The "old literary criticism" designated
any study pertaining to source criticism in the first half o f the twentieth century. See also
Clines, 115-127.
2Culley gropes for an apt synonym to describe the myriad "approaches" to literary
studies. He proposes such terms as stances, strategies, critical practices, and modes o f
analysis. See Culley, Themes and Variation, 6, 23. For a parade o f contrasting
definitions, see Aida Besanfon Spencer, "Literary Criticism," in New Testament C riticism
and Interpretation, ed. David Allan Black and David S. Dockery (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1991), 235-236.
3Until today, confusion on the question o f definition and priority has bedeviled a
number o f investigations. Definitions have been advanced, but not definiteness. Due to
this situation, it is impossible to reduce this field o f study to a single approach. In his
book Literary Theory: An Introduction, Eagleton engages the reader in a witty
recapitulation o f the historical development o f literary theory up to modem times.
Despite the knotty elements, notorious jargon, and the seeming confusion and
overlapping o f concepts in this richly diverse field o f literary theory, Eagleton puts in
concise perspective the main features o f modem literary theory up to the early 1980s. His
work spans from Formalism, Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, Reception Theory,
Structuralism and Post-structuralism, and Psychoanalysis. He climaxes with his own idea
of Political Criticism. See Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: A n Introduction
(Minneapolis: University o f Minnesota Press, 1983).
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rhetorical criticism, compositional criticism, narrative criticism,1 reader-response
criticism, new criticism, structuralism, and deconstruction. The scene is becoming more
and more complex with the recent arrival o f a wider spectrum o f critical practices,
including ideological criticism, poststructuralist criticism, postmodern readings, and
political criticism.2
Literary criticism appears to be very much in flux; agreement is still in the future.
Because of the latitude given to its definition and fluidity given to its scope, the precise
methodological boundaries o f literary criticism still remain undefined. Meanwhile, as we
move into the twenty-first century, biblical critics may profit by keeping abreast o f new
developments in the area o f study. A brief synopsis o f the main branches o f literary
criticism will now be discussed.

Rhetorical C riticism
Rhetorical Criticism, according to Brichto, “is a preoccupation with the elements
and features that make for a persuasive presentation o f an argument in speech or in
writing.”3 Rhetorical criticism has taken on different turns over the past decades. It is
widely and diversely defined- That which began as a simple investigation into the
lClosely related, and at times indistinguishable, are these first three classifications
o f literary criticism. A t times these designations are even used interchangeably and
synonymously with literary criticism.
^ o r more details on these forms o f criticism, see Gary A. Phillips, ed.,
"Poststructural Criticism and the Bible: Text/History/Discourse," Sem eia 51 (1990): 6240; Eagleton, 91-217.
3Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, vii.
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techniques o f delivery in ancient oratory has now extended to areas such as “The New
Rhetoric” and “Ideological Rhetorical Criticism.”1 In some quarters, biblical critics
suggest that the term “rhetorical criticism” is more appropriate than “literary criticism.”
They argue that the term “rhetorical criticism” is a better description as it correlates the
current methods of modem multidisciplinary, literary approaches to the study o f the
biblical text. They insist that the widening perspectives o f the new rhetoric, as well as
their contiguous and sometimes overlapping nature, necessitate this nomenclature.2

R eader Response
Reader-response criticism, in Blomberg’s thinking, has come to refer to "a diverse
collection o f approaches which all focus on the factors that influence interpreters as they
lFor a good overview o f the principles and practices and history and development
o f rhetorical criticism in modem studies, see Stanley E. Porter and Thomas H. Olbricht,
eds., Rhetoric, Scripture a nd Theology: Essays from the 1994 Pretoria Conference,
Journal for the Study o f the N ew Testament Supplement Series, 131 (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1996); idem, The Rhetorical Analysis o f Scripture: Essaysfro m the
1995 London Conference, Journal for the Study o f the New Testament Supplement
Series, 146 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997); Edwin Black, Rhetorical
Criticism: A Study in M ethod (New York: Macmillan, 1965). For a detailed account of
the development of rhetorical criticism in America see Thomas H. Olbricht, “The
Flowering of Rhetorical Criticism in America,” in The Rhetorical Analysis o f Scripture:
Essays from the 1995 London Conference, Journal for the Study of the New Testament
Supplement Series, 146, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Thomas H. Olbricht (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 79-102.
2Good has suggested that the term literary criticism should be used in the modem
sense as understood in nonbiblical criticism. See Good, 287-289. Cf. William A.
Beardslee, Literary Criticism o f the New Testament, Guides to Biblical Scholarship, New
Testament Series (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), 1-11. Kessler asserts that “rhetorical
criticism deserves serious consideration as a label for the leading candidate for synchronic
criticism, particularly if its definition is attempted along the lines of both classical
rhetoric and the new rhetoric.” Kessler, 14.
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read a given text."1 W hile the traditional approach to literary criticism focused on the
author as locus o f meaning, reader-response criticism directed its interest in the role o f
the reader in the interpretive process. It focuses on the pre-understanding and ideology o f
the interpreter as it shapes the "meaning o f the text."2 By-products o f this form o f readeroriented interpretation are several ideological movements, such as Feminist and Black
ideologies. In addition to the reader’s role in the interpretative process, a conservative
view o f reader-response critics recognizes the limitation the text puts on the reader’s
interpretation. The more radical view insists that the reader is solely responsible for the
actual meaning o f the text.3
Whereas the conservative view can make a significant contribution when exegesis
becomes an end in itself without the personal involvement o f the Bible student in the
interpretative process, the radical reader-response orientation for understanding the text
has limitations. It is unreasonable to determine the meaning o f the text solely on the basis
of the interpreter’s biases, ignorance, and subjective thinking. An interpreter must not be
oblivious to the audience o f the original author.

New Criticism
New Criticism, which arose in the first quarter o f the twentieth century and
‘Craig Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables (Leicester Inter-Varsity, 1990), 155.
2Tremper Longman m , "Literary Approaches and Interpretation," in A Guide to
Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A. Van Gemeren (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1997), 105.
3Ibid.
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attracted a large following in the second quarter, emphasizes a direct encounter w ith the
text. It served as a reaction to the excesses o f historical scholarship. John Crowe
Ransom, in 1941, gave this label to a “new school” in critical studies. His concern was
the focus on the literature in its given form, to the total exclusion o f any data external to
the piece, such as the author’s biography, setting, or provenance. The primary task o f
these critics was defining the limits of literary units, that is, their beginning and end-a
concern like that o f the form critics.1 Though the “N ew Critics” have made a significant
contribution to literary studies, their movement has been overly reactionary, antihistorically biased, eccentric, often unrestrained, polemical rather than theoretical, at
times raising too many voices and inflicting many charges o f incongruency.2

Structuralism
The late 1950s saw the rise of what Northrop Frye called the “totalization” o f all
literary genres.3 Structuralism was here to stay, flourishing in the 1960s. Its
philosophical roots were deeply imbedded in Saussure’s epoch-making work, Course in
G eneral Linguistics. Saussure studied language from the angle of signs. For him
language must be studied as a complete system in time. Each sign comprised a ‘signifier’
lSee John Crowe Ransom, The New Criticism (Norfolk, CT: New Directions,
1941). Other proponents o f this school were I. A. Richards, Principles o f Literary
Criticism, 5th ed. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1934); Cleanth Brooks, The Well-Wrought
Urn: Studies in the Structure o f Poetry (New York: Reynal, Hitchcock, 1947); and others.
^For further details on "New Criticism," see M. H. Abrams, A G lossary o f
Literary Terms (New York: Holt Rinehart and Winston, 1981), 117-119.
3See Northrop Frye, Anatomy o f Criticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1971), 341.
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(a sound-image or its graphic equivalent) and a ‘signified’ (the concept o f meaning). For
example, the jo t o f ink which spells d-o-g is a signifier which elicits the signified ‘dog’ in
the mind of an English reader.1
Later, in the Prague school, structuralism was espoused to the study called
“semiotics” or “semiology,” the study o f signs,2 a work which all literary structuralists
perform.3 Structuralism revolutionized the study o f narrative. From its precepts dawned a
LSaussure, 110-120.
D aniel Patte, a strong proponent o f structural exegesis, says that "semiology, the
science o f signs, aims at studying texts and other cultural phenomena in terms of
linguistic paradigms as opposed to historical paradigms which characterize traditional
exegetical methods. A sentence is meaningful because its linguistic elements are
interrelated in a specific way.” Daniel Patte, ed., Sem iology and Parables: An
Exploration o f the Possibilities O ffered by Structuralism fo r Exegesis, Pittsburgh
Theological Monograph Series, no. 9 (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1976), vi-vii. Semiology
theorizes that since “a sentence would be meaningless i f its words were not interrelated
according to the constraints o f the grammatical rules o f the specific language in which the
sentence is written,” by the same token, “there are other, indeed more subtle, constraints
which are at work in a meaningful sentence.” Ibid., vii. These constraints which Patte
terms as “structures” govern “the interrelation of phonetic features, semantic features, and
to even broader features.” Ibid. Broad features include those that consider the meaning
o f a word, in large part, by the specific ways in which it is interrelated with other words
within the structural range o f that language. In other words, the meaning o f a word is
dependent to some extent, by the constraints or structures o f the specific system of signs
to which it belongs. Some more o f Patte’s publication on semiotics are Early Jewish
Hermeneutic in Palestine, Society o f Biblical Literature Dissertation Series 22 (Missoula,
MT: Scholars, 1975); idem, Structural Exegesis fo r N ew Testament C ritics (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1989); idem, The Gospel According to M atthew (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987);
idem, The Religious Dimension o f Biblical Texts: G reim as ’ Structural Semiotics and
B iblical Exegesis (Atlanta, GA: Scholars, 1990); idem, What Is Structural Exegesis?
Guides to Biblical Scholarship (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976).
3At present, apparently, semiotic studies are progressing in different directions.
Some scholars are more concerned with formulating general semiotic theories; others
gravitate to the study o f constraints which belong to a specific level o f the structural
spectrum; still others concentrate on the interaction o f several constraints belonging to
different levels. These varied approaches are further intensified over the range of
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whole literary science called narratology.1 Some o f the more prominent contributors to
this field o f study are such scholars as Greimas from Lithuania, Todorov from Bulgaria,
Jakobson from Russia, Genette from France, and Bremond and Barthes from the United
States.2
Analyzing the structure o f narrative has its roots in the work of Claude Levilinguistic, anthropological, and other fields o f literary studies. This has caused the
burgeoning of many different semiological theories, models, and methods. Semiology
has literally become a “hodge-podge” o f interdisciplinary endeavors: linguistics, English
and French Literature, psychology, philosophy, anthropology, and biblical studies. For a
working bibliography that focuses on the different applications o f semiotic and
structuralist methods in literary texts up to 1987, see Leonard Orr, Semiotic and
Structural Analyses o f Fictions: An Introduction and A Survey o f Applications (Troy,
NY: Whitston, 1987), 40-188.
‘Tzvetan Todorov coined the term “narratology” in 1969 to designate the study o f
narrative. It was his intention to elevate all literary and cultural studies to the level and
eminence of science. This came about as a response to the then widespread notion that
narrative was particularly amenable to being studied as a new science equipped with its
own ideas, concepts, procedures, and analytical protocols. See Tzvetan Todorov,
Grammaire du Decameron (The Hague: Mouton, 1969). Other scholars who came to
regard narratology as an independent discipline studying the theory of narrative are
Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory o f Narrative (Toronto: University o f
Toronto Press, 1985); Seymour Chatman, "The Representation o f Text Types," Textual
Practice 2 (1988): 22-29; Gerald Prince, Narratology: The Form and Functioning o f
Narrative, Janua Linguarum Series Maior, 108 (Berlin: Mouton, 1982).
2See A. Greimas, Semantique Structurale (Paris: Larousse, 1966); Todorov,
Grammaire du Decameron; idem, "Structural Analysis o f Narrative," Novel 3 (1969):
70-76; Roman Jakobson, Verbal Art, Verbal Sign, Verbal Time (Minneapolis: University
o f Minnesota Press, 1985); Gerard Genette, Narrative D iscourse: An Essay in Method,
trans. J. E. Lewin (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980); idem, "Time and
Narrative in A la recherche du temps perdu," 93-118; idem, "Vraisemblance et
motivation," Communications 11 (1968): 6-17; Claude Bremond, Logique du recit,
(Paris: Larousse, 1973); Roland Barthes, "Introduction a I'analyse structurale des recits,"
Communications 8 (1966): 1-27; Roland Barthes et al., Structural Analysis and Biblical
Exegesis: Interpretational Essays, ed. D. Y. Hadidian, Pittsburgh Theological
Monograph Series, 3 (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1974).
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Strauss, who studied the constant universal structures underlying the m yth.1 For Strauss,
myths operated as a kind o f language and could be divided into individual units which he
called “mythemes.” This was to be the paradigm for the breaking down o f the sound
units of language (phonemes) in structuralist studies. Only when these individual sound
units are combined in a recognizable order can sense be made out o f words or sounds.
Structuralism represents an approach to literature that seeks to “demystify” it.
Meaning became a matter o f shared systems o f signification and not private experience or
divine revelation. As a world view, structuralism is inherently bound up with dialectic
philosophy, determinism, and atheism.2 It underrates the importance o f the surface
features o f a text in favor o f its “deep structures.”3 It requires a synchronic approach to
the study o f literature and totally disregards the diachronic dimension. Central to
structuralism, as in new criticism, is its text-oriented approach, while rhetorical criticism
is author-centered, and reader-response is reader-oriented.
’Claude Levi-Strauss, "The Structural Study of Myth," Journal o f American
Folklore 68 (1955): 428-444.
2Supporters for this evaluation o f structuralism are: Blomberg, Interpreting the
Parables o f Jesus, 144-152; Robert Detweiler, "After the New Criticism: Contemporary
Methods o f Literary Interpretation," in O rientation by D isorientation, ed. Richard A.
Spencer (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1980), 13; Vem Poythress, "Philosophical Roots o f
Phenomenological and Structuralist Literary Criticism," W estminster Theological Journal
41 (1978): 166.
3"Deep structures" in Patte’s thinking are structures o f the human mind, which
characterize “man qua man,” including the narrative and mythical structures. Patte,
Semiology and Parables, ix.
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D econstruction
In the post-structuralist era an antithesis to structuralism developed in w hat is
called “deconstruction.” The major proponent o f this school has been the French
philosopher, Jacques Derrida.1 Other supporters o f this approach are Michel Foucault and
Julia Kristeva.2 Derrida argued that language is not only a matter of studying differing
signs within a closed, stable system. Interpreting language in terms o f the process o f
difference within a closed system is too narrow an outlook. Meaning o f language is not
only limited to one signifier (see above for exam ple “d-o-g” creating the signified,
“dog”). Deconstructionists argue that structuralists ignore the fact that the m eaning of a
word is not limited to a particular signifier, but it is the product of a complex interaction
o f many signifiers. Thus, the word “dog” m ust not be limited to one signifier “d-o-g,” or
even its proximities “hog” or “log,” but m ust also consider a whole gamut o f signifiers,
for instance, “dot,” “don,” “frog,” “fog,” and so on.3
Deconstruction has been described as “the most unorthodox movement to unsettle
xSee Jacques Derrida, O f G ram m atology (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1976); idem, P ositions (London: Athlone, 1981); idem, Speech and
Phenom ena, a n d O ther Essays on H u sserl’s Theory o f Signs (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 1973); idem, W riting and D ifference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago:
University o f Chicago Press, 1978).
2M ichel Foucault, M adness and C ivilisation (London: Tavistock, 1967); idem,
The A rchaeology o f Knowledge (London: Routledge, 1989); idem, The O rder o f Things;
A n A rchaeology o f the Human Sciences (New York: Vintage, 1994); Julia Kristeva, Le
Texte du rom an: Approche sem iologique d 'u n e structure discursive transform ationelle
(The Hague: Moulton, 1970).
3Eagleton, 127.
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the literary horizon in recent generations,”1 designed to generate “conflicting meanings
from the same text, and playing those meanings against each other.”2 The extent of
freeplay allowed in the deconstructive process makes the study very subjective. The
interpreter has the liberty to bring to bear upon the text other unrelated texts, so long as
those texts share a similar vocabulary, theme, or structure. This approach to biblical
study offers the opportunity to stretch the polyvalence of Scripture to sometimes
unrealistic limits.
In summary, one can see that parable interpreters are assailed by an addling array
o f approaches to w ork with. Every method boasts its positive contributions to the
interpretative process. Indubitably, the best approach for the balanced parable student is
to espouse an ecclectic approach, embracing the positive insights o f each. Albeit, none of
the above approaches facilitates fully the specific purpose o f this dissertation. Narrative
criticism provides the agenda for this specialized study. The next section considers its
principles and procedures.

Form and Function of Narrative Criticism
Narrative criticism is a relatively new approach to the study o f narrative in
^lom berg, Interpreting the Parables, 153.
2T. K. Seung, Structuralism and H erm eneutics (New York: Columbia, 1982), 271.
See also Jonathan Culler, Structural P oetics: Structuralism , Linguistics, and the Study o f
Literature (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1975); Christopher Norris, A gainst
R elativism : P hilosophy o f Science, D econstruction and C ritical Theory (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 1997), 38-65. These authors point to the unpreparedness o f biblical
scholarship for this approach to the study o f the Bible.
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biblical studies.1 The need by scholars to look more closely at the formal features of
narrative necessitated this fresh approach.2 Bible scholars felt that this discipline of
literary criticism could bring more fullness to the exegetical task.3 Interestingly, narrative
criticism is "without a counterpart in the secular world."4 It is an addition to literary
criticism, but only within the domain o f biblical scholarship.5 Bible scholars tend to see
this critical practice "as an independent, parallel movement in its own right."6
Narrative criticism as a branch o f literary criticism functions within the
parameters o f literary criticism. It focuses on the finished form o f the text, emphasizes
lThe term "narrative criticism" was first used in a formal and programmatic sense
at the Markan Seminar o f the Society o f Biblical Literature in 1980 by David Rhoads.
See David Rhoads, "Narrative Criticism and the Gospel o f Mark," Journal o f the
Am erican Academy o f R eligion 50 (1982): 411-434.
2Ibid, 411.
3Perhaps Mark Powell was the first to present a nontechnical explanation of the
principles and procedures o f narrative criticism. He distinguished narrative criticism
from other categories o f literary criticism (structuralist, rhetorical, and reader-response).
His primary contribution to the study was to examine, explain, and illustrate the
categories that narrative employs, such as implied author and reader, narrator, characters,
events, and settings. These categories are handled together with other elements of
narrative such as plot, point-of-view, symbolism and irony, and narrative patterns. See
M. Powell, What Is N arrative C riticism ? 23-122.
4Ibid., 19. Moore exaggerates the point when he claims that narrative criticism is
a "distinctly different enterprise from anything found in the field o f nonbib heal literary
study." See Stephen D. Moore, Literary C riticism and the G ospels: The Theoretical
Challenge (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), 55.
sSecular critics are inclined to categorize this approach as "a subspecies o f the
new rhetorical criticism or a variety o f the reader-response movement." M. Powell, What
Is N arrative Criticism ? 19.
6Ibid.
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the unity o f the text as a whole, views the text as an end in itself, and is founded on
communication models o f speech-act theory.1 More specifically, narrative criticism
functions under an objective type o f literary criticism as described by M. H. Abrams.
This objective type o f criticism, according to Abrams, is text-centered and views the
literary product as a self-sufficient world in itself. Under this type o f criticism, a text is
analyzed according to intrinsic criteria, such as the interrelationship o f its component
parts.2 Looking at the text as it now stands, is its primary concern.
This concentration on the text and the interrelatedness o f its component elements
leads to an appreciation o f what m ay be described as the "story world," where the
characters interact in the narrative. W hat is communicated in the narrative is "story," the
formal content element in narrative. Narrative as "story" is used to refer to “a series of
events, real or Active, that are the content of the discourse.”3 In this sense, narrative
refers to “what is told, to the actions and actors portrayed in the discourse, rather than to
the words or statements or the expression. It is the subject o f the story in contrast to the
medium through which the subject is expressed.”4 The narratorial approach in this sense
has to do with a study o f the totality o f actions and situations taken in themselves,
1These four general characteristics o f the literary criticism are taken from M.
Powell, W hat Is N arrative C riticism ? 7-10.
2See M. H. Abrams, The M irror and the Lamp: Rom antic Theory and the C ritical
Tradition (New York: W.W. Norton, 1958), 8-29.
3Funk, The P oetics o f B ib lica l N arrative, 2.
4Ibid.
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without regard to the medium, linguistic or other, through which knowledge o f that
totality comes to the reader or listener.1 "Story" in narrative is the "chronologicallyordered deep structure2 representation o f all the primary and essential information
concerning characters, events and settings, without which the narrative would not be well
formed.”3 W hen all these elements interact with each other in the story, they produce the
plot in narrative.
Using Abrams’s categories, narrative criticism could also be classified as a
pragm atic type o f criticism. Here the reader is the focal point o f the text. This approach
views the text as designed to bring about a particular effect on the audience; a text is
considered successful when it achieves this goal.4 The pragm atic approach concentrates
on the rhetorical techniques employed to tell the story. It deals with how the story is told.
G enette, N arrative D iscourse, 25
2The meaning o f deep structure may be illustrated with the use o f two different
sentences at the surface level, which bear the same meaning at the deep structural level:
(l)T he dog ate the bone; and (2) The bone was eaten by the dog. Theorists posit that
beneath or behind the apparent superficial differences between such pairs o f sentences,
there is an underlying structural identity. Though the sentences differ in arrangement and
even morphology, beneath there is a single deep structure. The deep structure concept is
now applied by literary critics to describe the underlying and core format (the “interior
design”) o f one or more texts (or other cultural product) used to formulate other texts.
The surface arrangement o f the different texts may have embellishments and
transformations, but the base structure is the same.
3Toolan, 12-13.
4Abrams, The M irror and the Lam p, 15. Abrams discusses two other types o f
literary criticism: the expressive type, which is an author-centered approach; and the
m im etic type, which espouses an evolutionary model or referential approach. However,
Abrams’s m im etic type overlaps into the historical o r descriptive approach. Ibid., 8-14;
21-26.
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This facet of narrative criticism is referred to as the "discourse world," by which the
content o f narrative is communicated-the formal expression element. "Discourse" states
the story. It refers to the narrative statement, the oral or written discourse that undertakes
to tell an event or a series o f events.1 This sense is used to refer to the linguistic medium,
to the words and sentences spoken or written in telling a story. Narrative discourse,
narrative text, and narrative expressions are all synonyms used to refer to the linguistic
vehicle o f the story.2 The study of the linguistic elements o f a text has become a highly
technical study today, encompassing a wide field o f study areas covering different aspects
of a text and needing specialized skills to pursue its complexities.3
The primary concern o f discourse analysis is to reveal the internal coherence or
Genette, N arrative D iscourse, 25.
■Tunic, The P oetics o f B iblical N arrative, 2.
3The syntax o f a text may be studied. This aspect deals with elements such as
cohesion, anaphora, hierarchy o f syntactic strata, sequences and levels, ellipsis, the
function o f pronouns, particles, and the like. Another aspect may focus on the semantics
of the text, which has to do with questions regarding the paragraphing of a text, how
semantic relations are textually marked, the structure o f information in a text, how
reference and coherence function as semantic indicators, or plot structure and the
interplay o f participants in a text. Another area of study in discourse analysis handles
presuppositions and inferences in texts, in speech acts, and focuses on the relevance o f
utterances. Another trend is to look at the typology o f texts (written, spoken, expository,
narrative, scientific, conversational) or the psychology o f processing information, with
attention to cognitive processes o f comprehension and recall. Several studies have been
undertaken to explicate the stylistic devices o f a text, especially rhetorical choices and
theme dynamics. See J. P. Louw, "Reading a Text as Discourse," in Linguistics and N ew
Testam ent Interpretation: E ssays on D iscourse A nalysis, ed. David Allan Black,
Katharine Barnwell, and Stephen Levinsohn (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 17-30. This
research will not delve into these technicalities, but interacts with the more common
elements in discourse analysis.
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unity of a particular text. It is not limited to an atomistic verse-by-verse analysis o f the
text. Rather, its analysis involves the investigation o f how verses fit into the structural
unity of the text. It is not interested merely in the flow o f thought of a text, but how the
text produces flow o f thought. Thus, the “text” is “discourse.” Discourse analysis is an
attempt to study the organization o f language above the sentence level.1
“Discourse-oriented analysis . . . sets out to understand not the realities behind the
text but the text itself as a pattern o f meaning and effect,”2 says Sternberg. Some o f the
questions asked under this approach, according to Sternberg, are:
What does this piece o f language-metaphor, epigram, dialogue, tale, cycle, booksignify in context? W hat are the rules governing the transaction between the
storyteller or poet and reader? Are the operative rules, for instance, those o f prose or
verse, parable or chronicle, omniscience or realistic limitation, historical or fictional
writing? What image o f a world does the narrative project? Why does it unfold the
action in this particular order and from this particular viewpoint? W hat is the part
played by the omissions, redundancies, ambiguities, alternations between scene and
summary or elevated and colloquial language? How does the work hang together?
And, in general, in w hat relationship does part stand to whole and form to function?
The thrust remains determinate and stable under wide terminological, even conceptual
variations. To pursue this line o f questioning is to make sense o f the discourse in
terms of communication, always goal-directed on the speaker’s part and always
requiring interpretive activity on the addressee’s.3
In other words, the speaker takes full advantage of linguistic and structural tools with the
‘See David Alan Black, Katharine Barnwell, and Stephen Levinsohn, Linguistics
and New Testam ent Interpretation: E ssays on D iscourse A nalysis (Nashville: Broadman,
1992), 12. Black and others outline the fundamental methodological principles of
discourse analysis, followed by analyses of the discourse features o f selected New
Testament texts. Some o f the interpretations are thought-provoking. These essays show
how the macro-structure o f a text is usually marked on the surface level by various
linguistic signals provided to the reader by the author.
2Stemberg, The P oetics o f B iblical N arrative, 14.
3Ibid.
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intent on creating a certain effect. The audience in turn receives messages from the
signals given by the speaker. As it were, the discourse mediates the intentions o f the
speaker and guides the response o f the audience.
The "discourse world" may be divided into two aspects: the first aspect is oriented
around the relationship that exists between the author and the author’s audience. The
relationship referred to, in this context, is not the one that existed between the "historical
author" and his/her real reader/s; rather, it refers to the relationship that exists in the
communication event in the text, which literary critics designate as the "implied author"1
and the "implied reader."2 This aspect o f the rhetoric o f a text pertains to the narrator’s
point o f view.3
Tn literary studies the “historical author” is identified as the actual writer of the
literature, whereas the “implied author” is the abstract authorial presence who stands
behind all the dram atis personae, including a first person narrator. The implied author is
imaginary and does not corporeally exist. This author is a part o f the text, but not a part
o f the story.
2Just as the "implied author" or narrator is distinguished from the "real author," so
too is the "implied reader" or "narratee" distinguished from the "real reader." The
"implied reader" is a creation of the text, and is known through the internal contents o f
the text. The "implied reader" must not be confused with the actual, historical, or
contemporary readers. The "real reader" is the one "who performs all the mental moves
required to enter into the narrative world and respond to it as the implied author intends."
See Culpepper, Anatom y o f the Fourth G ospel: A Study in Literary D esign, 7. Different
from rhetorical criticism, narrative criticism is not interested in the original or real
audience and the real author. By veering away from these two elements, narrative
criticism makes its approach more text-centered.
3The terminology “point of view” has become a rather fluid term among literary
critics today. Broadly speaking it designates the position or perspective from which a
story is told. As interest in the study o f point o f view developed, so has its complexity.
At present there are different types o f point of view, and different systems have developed
to distinguished them. Cf. Norman Friedman, “Point o f View in Fiction: The
Development of a Critical Concept,” P ublications: M odem Language A ssociation o f
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The second aspect o f the "discourse world" deals with the rhetorical devices or
"narrative patterns" used by the narrator in the narrative. These are "recurrent structural
devices and design features that are used to organize and present the story."1 Rhoads,
Dewey, and Michie outline several types o f narratorial patterns o f repetition found in
Gospel o f Mark. They are verbal threads, foreshadowing and retrospection, two-step
progressions, sandwiched episodes, framing episodes, episodes in a concentric pattern,
progressive episodes in a series o f three, and type-scenes.2
Narrative criticism coalesces the two features o f narrative (the "story world" and
the "discourse world") into what Chatman describes as "story-as-discoursed."3 Funk
adds: "Narrative as discourse is the tale itself, narrative as story is what is told."4
Am erica 70 (1955): 1160-1184; Robert M. Fowler, ed., A D ictionary o f M odem C ritical
Terms (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), 149; S. Lanser, The Narrative Act:
P oint o f View in Prose F iction (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); Abrams, A
G lossary o f L iterary Terms, 142-145.
lM. Powell, W hat Is N arrative Criticism ? 32.
2David Rhoads, Joanna Dewey, and Donald Michie, M ark as Story: An
Introduction to the N arrative o f a Gospel, 2 ed. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1999), 4755.
3Seymour Chatman, Story and D iscourse: N arrative Structure in Fiction and Film
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978), 3.
“Funk, The P oetics o f B iblical Narrative, 3. There is also a third dimension in
narrative: the actual narration or telling of a narrative. Genette refers to it as an event, but
in this instance, it is not the event that is recounted, but the event that consists of someone
recounting something: the act o f narrating itself. See Genette, N arrative Discourse, 26.
Funk describes this aspect o f narrative as performance. See Funk, The P oetics o f B iblical
N arrative, 3. Although this dimension of narrative forms part o f the study o f narrative in
general (especially in secular studies), it is not studied within the domain o f narrative
criticism.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

49

Chatman puts it in perspective as he explains the employment of this two-prong
approach. He addresses the questions o f the what and the how o f narrative. The “what”
of narrative he calls the “story,” and the “how” he calls the “discourse.” The story has to
do with events and existents (character and setting), and the discourse has to do with the
means through which the story is transmitted.1 Chatman theorizes that “every narrative . .
. is a structure with a content plane (called ‘story’) and an expression plane (called
‘discourse’).” “The expression plane,” he continues, “is the set of narrative statements,
where ‘statement’ is the basic component o f the form o f the expression, independent and
more abstract than any particular manifestation-that is, the expression’s substance.”2
Having outlined the basic presuppositions and interests of narrative criticism, it is
appropriate to highlight the focal question narrative criticism asks: “How does the
implied author guide the implied reader in understanding the story? Narrative critics tend
to think that the reader is guided through devices intrinsic to the process o f story-telling.”3
In conclusion, how does the study o f the type-scene relate to narrative criticism?
Type-scene is one o f the elements o f discourse in narrative. But in order to appreciate the
beauty and workings o f the type-scene in narrative, it is essential to understand the
elements o f “story” that facilitate its workings-elements such as vocabulary, character
and characterization, theme, motifs, settings, events, and plot in the “story world.” These
“story elements” are filtered through the “discourse element” via the narrator o f the
^ e e Chatman, Story and D iscourse, 43-145
2Ibid., 146.
3M. Powell, What Is N arrative C riticism ? 23.
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narrative. The “story” is mediated through the narrator’s different points o f view. The
narrator operating from these points of view applies freely the different techniques o f
repetition with variation, which are the main ingredients o f type-scenes. This rhetorical
device, together with the basic contents of “story,” will provide the parameters for this
research.

The Parables Explained
Matthew notes Jesus’ common form o f discourse: “And he spoke many things to
them in parables” (M att 13:3); “All these things Jesus spoke to the multitude in parables”
(13:34). In fact, he belabors the point, maintaining that “without a parable he did not
speak to them,” the designated purpose being “that it m ight be fulfilled which was
spoken by the prophet, saying, I will open my mouth in parables” (13:34-35). Mark
punctuates, “But without a parable he did not speak to them” (M ark 4:34).
John Donahue agrees: “Among the many sayings in the Synoptic Gospels, those
which best embody the speech o f Jesus and which are m ost distinctive o f him are the
more than forty parables attributed to him.”1 Scholars agree that not less than one-third o f
Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels is found in parables.2 It is peculiar that an enumeration o f
the parables can be made, yet, parable scholars are divided with regard to a precise
definition o f parable in the Synoptic Gospels. Although the study o f parables has
lJohn R. Donahue, The G ospel in Parable, M etaphor, N arrative, a nd Theology in
the Synoptic G ospels (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 2.
2Robert H. Stein, A n Introduction to the P arables o f Jesus (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1981), 15; A. M. Hunter, Interpreting the P arables (London: SCM, 1972),
7.
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undergone several phases, undertaken a number o f issues, and underwritten a number o f
methodologies, the bedeviling question still looms for many Bible and literary scholars:
W hat really constitutes a genuine N ew Testament parable?

A B rief History o f Interpretation o f Parables
For the greater part o f the Christian Church’s history, the parables of Jesus have
been interpreted allegorically. W ith antecedents in Greek philosophy, from such works as
those o f Homer and Philo, the Early Church Fathers had a ready-made tool which gave a
legitimate reason for finding a “deeper” meaning for parables. During this period the
parables were read as stories that contained a string o f metaphors, which bore several
points.1 These complex stories required numerous details in them to be "decoded."2
"To allegorize" was to assume that many and sometimes all o f the characters or objects in
the parables stood for something other than themselves: spiritual counterparts, which
enable the story to be read at two levels, the surface or temporal, and the deep or
heavenly.3
1Stein, An Introduction to the P arables, 20, 21.
2Blomberg, Interpreting the P arables, 30. A classic example o f an allegory is
John Bunyan’s P ilgrim ’s P rogress. In this story, every juncture in Christian’s
joum ey-for example, the V alley o f Humiliation, Vanity Fair, Hill of Difficulty, and G ulf
o f Despondency-represents a different stage and experience in the journey in life as a
Christian.
3Ibid., 15. Hans-Josef Klauck describes "allegorizing" as a process o f ascribing to
a text, hidden, anachronistic meanings which the author never intended. Further, he
differentiates between "allegorizing" and "allegorization." F o r him "allegorization" is the
allegorizing expansion and embellishment o f a text which originally was already allegory
in simpler form. For more details on the distinction between "allegory," "allegorizing,"
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In the fourth century, the allegorical approach to the interpretation o f the parables
was brought to its peak with Augustine’s classic example o f his interpretation of the
parable o f The Good Samaritan.1 This approach to the interpretation o f parables was to
dominate parabolic thinking for the next fourteen hundred years.2 R~ C. Trench was the
last notable proponent o f the allegorical approach to understanding o f the parables.3
It was not until 1888 that the bind o f well-nigh two millenia o f allegorical
domination would be broken by A dolf Julicher with his massive two-volume work. Die
Gleichnisreden Jesu (The Parabolic Speeches of Jesus).4 Julicher is remembered by
scholars as one who vociferously argued that a parable is not an allegory. For Julicher, a
parable was an extended simile using the words "like" or "as," reflecting true-to-life
conditions o f first-century Palestine, and bearing only a simple point o f comparison
and "allegorization," see Hans-Josef Klauck, Allegorie und Allegorese in synoptischen
Gleicfmistexten (Munster. Aschendorff, 1978), 91.
3See Augustine Q uaestiones EvcmgeUorum 2.19. O f course, there was some
protest against this method o f interpretation, especially from the Church Fathers in
Antioch. At best, however, such reactions went unheeded.
^For a detailed history o f the dominance o f this approach and occasional reactions
to it by people like Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others, see the magisterial works of
Warren S. Kissinger, The P arables o f Jesus: A History o f Interpretation and
Bibliography (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow, 1979), 1-67; R. Stein, A n Introduction to the
Parables, 42-52; Geraint Vaughan Jones, The Art and Truth o f the Parables: A Study in
Their Literary Form and M o dem Interpretation (London: SPCK, 1964), 1-8; Blomberg,
Interpreting the Parables, 29-69.
3See R. C. Trench, N otes on die Parables o f Our L ord (New York: Appleton,
1866), 258-264.
4See Adolf Julicher, D ie Gleichnisreden Jesu, 2 vols (Freiburg: J. C. B. Mohr,
1889), reprint (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1976).
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(terthim com paritionis). An allegory, on the other hand, has a succession o f metaphors, is
not literal, and needs decoding. Julicher insisted that each parable is a single picture
which seeks to portray a single object or reality.1 Consequently, the details o f the picture
or parable in themselves serve no real purpose, except to provide background or give
embellishment for the sim ple point or reality which the word picture is seeking to
provide.2
Julicher’s view that parables had one point became dogm a for years thereafter.
Julicher not only caused a turning point in parabolic interpretation, but made a significant
contribution in bequeathing several descriptive categories for classifying parables: (1)
G leichnis = “similitude” o r short comparison; (2) P arabel = “parable” or extended
comparison; and (3) B eispielerzdhlung = “example story.”3
JOn simile versus metaphor and parable versus allegory, see ibid., 1:52-58.
2Bultmann’s form criticism bolstered Jiilicher’s theory o f non-allegorical parables.
Bultmann proposed relatively fixed laws o f transmission that described the process o f
converting a simple parable into a complex allegory as it was told and retold. See
Rudolph Bultmann, The H istory o f the Synoptic Tradition (Oxford: Harper and Row,
1963), 166-205.
3Despite Jiilicher’s prominent contribution to parabolic interpretation and the
deadly blow he gave to allegorical interpretation, his work is not without its limitations.
In his zeal to stamp out allegory in parables, Julicher totally denied any allegorical
elements in Jesus’ parables. W henever such elements surfaced in a parable, Julicher
would deny its authenticity and censure the Early Church fo r its interpolation.
Apparently, Julicher arrived at these conclusions having been influenced by Greek
theories (especially Aristotle’s) o f rhetoric. The second m ajor weakness o f Julicher’s
theory pertains to his one-main-point notion in the parables o f Jesus. Julicher believed
that this one main point was always a general moral truth. Julicher was a nineteenthcentury liberal theologian and the one-point emphasis in each parable reflected the
general tenet o f nineteenth-century German liberalism. Cf. M ary Ann Tolbert,
P erspectives on the P arables: A n Approach to M ultiple Interpretations (Philadelphia:
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Julicher’s work produced some reactions. Two notable reactionary figures were
Christian Bugge and Paul Fiebig. Bugge protested Julicher’s Greek philosophical
presupposition as the background for the interpretation o f Jesus’ parables. Instead, he
insisted that the Old Testament and rabbinic literature were the better starting points.
Bugge argued that Jesus used the Aramaic thought form and language, and that it is
arbitrary to restrict Jesus’ use o f parables to a paradigm o f Greek rhetoric.1 Paul Fiebig
supported the notion that the combination o f parable and allegory was prevalent and wellappreciated in ancient Judaism.2 Fiebig also drew attention to the frequent usage o f
"standard metaphors"3 by the rabbis, because o f which Jesus’ hearers would have
Fortress, 1979), 15-31, 67-91. A typical example is his tertium com parationis in his most
lengthy discussed parable, the Prodigal Son. He sees the one main point as "an elevated
revelation over a fundamental question o f religion, namely, ‘Dare this God o f
righteousness accept sinners in grace.’" See Julicher, 2:33. Other one-point
generalizations can be found in other parables. Jesus is portrayed as an "apostle o f
progress." Ibid., 2:483. The logical question, therefore, is, W hy was Jesus crucified if he
was ju st a moralist? Smith points out, "No one would crucify a teacher who told pleasant
stories to enforce prudential morality." See Charles W . F. Smith, The Jesus o f the
P arables (Philadelphia: United Church, 1975), 17. On the other hand, we read that Jesus’
parables enraged some o f his listeners, so much so that they sought to destroy him (Mark
12:12, 14:12). In spite o f these two major weaknesses, scholars o f parabolic studies will
be forever indebted to Julicher for having crumbled the hold that the allegorical method
had assumed over parabolic interpretation for centuries.
lSee Christian A. Bugge. D ie H aupt-Parabeln Jesu (Giessen: A. Topelmann,
1903).
2See Paul Fiebig, A ltjudische G leichnisse u n d d ie G leichnisse Jesu (Tubingen: J.
C. B. Mohr, 1904); and idem, D ie G leichnisreden Jesu im L ichte der rabbinischen
G leichnisse des neutestam entlichen Zeitalters (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1912).
3These are stock symbols which had relatively fixed meanings in Jesus’ day.
They originated in Old Testament and intertestamental texts and characterized the
imagery o f that time. Some examples are a father, king, judge or shepherd for God, a
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interpreted the parables through the eyes o f reasonably conventional paradigms. Fiebig
suggested that Jesus’ parables were after the rabbinic models, and the most common type
was the "mixed form."1
It was Dodd, however, who rejected Julicher’s universalistic liberal interpretations
o f the parables in favor o f those that found their true meaning in the sitz im leben o f
Jesus, i.e., in the original setting in the life o f Jesus and in the context o f his ministry.2
This understanding is considered by biblical scholarship as a major insight into the
interpretation o f parables and Scripture at large. Dodd understood Jesus’ teachings to
reflect "realized" eschatological dimensions.3
W hat Dodd did in a precursory way, Jeremias pursued more methodically. A
m ajor asset to Jeremias’s work was his knowledge o f the environment and religious
customs o f Jesus’ day.4 To his advantage was his knowledge o f Aramaic. Jeremias,
more than any o f his predecessors, sought to ascertain the ipsisim a verba (actual words)
o f Jesus in the parables.5 While Jeremias endorsed Dodd’s presence o f the kingdom in
vineyard, vine, or sheep for God’s people. See Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 37.
lFiebig, Altjudische G leichnisse, 98. Fiebig demonstrated that a mixture o f
parable and allegory was both common and well-liked in ancient Judaism.
2Dodd, The Parables o f the K ingdom .
3Ibid., 44-46.
4See Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time o f Jesus: An Investigation into
Econom ic and Social C onditions during the N ew Testam ent Period, trans. F. H. Cave and
C. H. Cave (London: SCM, 1969).
sJoachim Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 2 nd rev. ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall, 1972). Norman Perrin appraises Jeremias’s work as bringing modem
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Jesus’ ministry, he further described Jesus’ message as an eschatology that was in a
process o f realization (processed eschatology). Both Dodd and Jeremias sought to
understand the parables in their historical and eschatological contexts, and to remove
allegorical elements from the parables o f Jesus.1
From 1935 to the early 1970s Dodd and Jeremias’s eschato-historical mode of
understanding the parables influenced a great deal o f thinking about parables. But from
the 1970s, a new approach rose to prominence. This was based on antecedents in other
areas of biblical studies. Dominating this development was literary criticism and its
corollaries: existentialism and aesthetics. This fresh zeal for the Bible as literature
sparked a "new hermeneutic" among scholars who were swayed into an existential
orientation and a linguistic approach to the parables.
The “new hermeneutic” school, spearheaded by Ernst Fuchs,2 stressed the
research on the parables to "a new height, a plateau upon which we all now stand and
from the vantage point o f which w e see many things in a new w a y . . . . There can be no
going back from this work o f Jeremias. It is perhaps the greatest single contribution to
the historical understanding o f the parables." See Norman Perrin, "The Parables o f Jesus
as Parables, as Metaphors, and as Aesthetic Objects: A Review Article," Journal o f
R eligion 47 (October 1967): 340.
how ever, both o f them veered, at times, to allegorical interpretations in
discussing some o f Jesus’ parables. See Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 69; Dodd, The
Parables o f the Kingdom , 119. Cf. Matthew Black, "The Parable as Allegory," Bulletin
o f the John R ylands Library 42 (1960): 273-287, especially 283.
2Other avid supporters o f Fuch’s approach were his students, Eta Linnemann and
Eberhard Jungel. Linneman is known for the phrase "the moment o f truth," referring to
the effective parable working on the mind of a hearer, bringing it to a decisive moment,
that accomplishes a new existence for the hearer. See Eta Linneman, Jesus o f the
Parables: Introduction and E xposition (New York: Harper and Row, 1966). Jungel used
the parables as a key to unlock the meaning of the proclamation o f Jesus, which he

«
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importance o f understanding the sayings o f Jesus as Sprachereignisse (language events)
that do not primarily convey the teachings o f Jesus, but his self-understanding and his
radical challenge to others.1 Fuchs saw the parables as analogies which could not really
add to knowledge. Rather, they helped to change lives existentially. Jesus’ awareness of
his own circumstance entered language in a certain way so as to make him self available
to his listeners. The parables, therefore, invoke a response that is possible only when the
listeners allow themselves to be absorbed by Jesus’ existence.
As a reaction to the "new hermeneutic" school originating in Europe, eminent
American poet, literary critic, and New Testament scholar Amos W ilder was determined
to disclose the literary weaknesses o f this approach. His response was E arly Christian
R hetoric: The Language o f the G ospel. Central to Wilder’s view o f parables was that
"some o f the parables are straight narratives (example stories) about a given individual
case, ending with an application . . . while most o f them were extended images, or more
precise, revelatory images-images which revealed rather than exemplify."2 Wilder was
most concerned with the latter classification. He was prepared to differ with the more
widely held categories o f similitude, parable, and example story. For him, the revelatory
image o f the parable could be either simple, referring to the similitude, or extended,
referring to the parable. Both the similitude and the parable categories were classified as
compared with Paul’s doctrine o f justification by faith. See Eberhard Jungel, Paulus und
Jesus (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1962).
'See Ernst Fuchs, Studies o f the H istorical Jesus (Naperville: Allenson, 1964).
W ilder, E arly C hristian R hetoric, 72.
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metaphor.1
Another concern o f W ilder was the realism behind the parables. He went so far as
to describe the events in the parables in secular terms, because o f their humanness and
realistic orientation to everyday human existence.2 From these two principal perspectives
W ilder studied the parables.
Shortly after Wilder, using the methods o f secular literary criticism, Robert Funk
provided some rich insights into the literary nature o f parables. He combined the tools of
modem literary criticism with ideas from the “new hermeneutic” school and Heidegger’s
philosophy o f language as “the house o f being.”3 Funk, like W ilder and Dodd, advocated
that the parable was an extended metaphor. In addition, the parable was a paradox
because o f its "everydayness" and "strangeness." It addresses the now and the unfamiliar
As a metaphor, a parable is open to more than one meaning. It may be open-ended.
Being open-ended in Funk’s understanding does not imply that the parabolic
interpretation could be swayed by any and every whimsical meaning. Rather, the original
context o f the actual telling o f the parables presupposes definite parameters for their
reinterpretation.4
'Ibid., 80.
2Ibid., 81-82.
3Funk, Language, H erm eneutic and the Word o f God. Later, Funk would write a
narratology o f biblical narrative, using the inclusive title, The P oetics o f B iblical
N arrative.
4Funk’s focus on reader response and his understanding o f parables as paradoxes
are generally well-received by scholars today. He also places a high rating on the G ospel
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In 1964, Geraint Vaughn Jones sought to bring more life to the parables by
studying their artistic qualities. Jones’s analysis finds that parables are comprised of
symbols that reflect human experience.1 Aesthetics as the answer to parabolic
interpretation was also pursued by Dan Otto Via,2 who approached the parables from
three successive stages: the historico-literary, the literary-existential, and existentialtheological. His existential posture for understanding parables inclined him to believe in
the autonomous nature o f the parables. Both he and Jones sought to retrieve the
humaneness o f the parables and their appeal to the human condition. Via opposed the
"one-point" approach, and distinguished the parable from allegory, though he
acknowledged the presence o f allegorical correspondences in parables.3
A leading figure in parable research is John Dominic Crossan.4 With a strong
penchant toward poetic criticism and a repertoire o f traditional skills in New Testament
scholarship, Crossan was not content to follow Julicher’s already worn-out distinction
between allegory and parable. For him the distinction was not that easy to make. From
his poetic standpoint, he was prepared to say that parables are metaphors which partake in
o f Thomas. See Funk, Language H erm eneutic and the W ord o f God, 124-162.
‘See Jones, The A rt and Truth o f the Parables, 135-166.
2Dan Otto Via, The Parables: Their Literary and E xistential D im ension
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967).
3Ibid., 11-70.
4Crossan’s first work, In Parables: The Challenge o f the H istorical Jesus (New
York: Harper and Row, 1973), was so highly regarded by other scholars, that he was
invited to chair the first SBL Parables seminar in 1972. Crossan has put out over twenty
publications so far. See the bibliography for some o f his works.
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a symbolic nature, analogous to that o f myth, and are not allegorical.1
Crossan argues for what he identifies as perm anent eschatology. The thesis o f
this eschatology is that "Jesus is proclaiming . . . the permanent presence o f God as the
one who challenges world [s/c] and shatters its complacency repeatedly."2 Three parables
that Crossan believes Jesus used provide the framework for understanding the application
o f this eschatology.3 They serve as the paradigmatic key to understanding the nature o f
the kingdom in all o f the other parables. All parables corresponding with these three are
classified into three modes o f the kingdom ’s temporality: (1) parables o f advent, (2)
parables o f reversal, and (3) parables o f action.4
Until quite recently, few scholars were willing to say more than that there must be
a little more allegory in the parables than had been commonly recognized and the "one
main point" rule has remained virtually inviolate. However, over the last decades
scholarship and cross-disciplinary expertise in Western literature and biblical studies have
affirmed that most o f the major narrative parables o f Jesus are by every standard, literary
definition o f the word, genuine allegories. Madeleine Boucher, for example, a specialist
in English literature and biblical studies, observes that there are only two modes o f
meaning: literal and tropical or figurative. A trope may take one o f several forms such as
metaphor, metonymy, irony, synecdoche, or even circumlocution. Any one o f these may
lIbid., 7-36.
2Ibid., 26.
3The Treasure, M att 13:44; The Pearl, Matt 13:45; The Great Fish, Gos. Thom. 8.
4Crossan, In Parables, 37-120.
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be developed into a full-fledged narrative; whenever this occurs one has a full-fledged
allegory. Boucher concludes that an allegory is "nothing less than an extended metaphor
in narratory form."1 For Boucher, so long as the main point o f the parable transcends its
literal meaning, it is an allegory.2 By extension, Boucher also contends that "allegory is a
device o f meaning and not a literary form o r genre."3
An interesting and insightful analysis o f the nature o f parables was done by John
Sider, professor o f English at Westmont College in California. Sider supports the idea
that parables are "proportional analogies," expressed by means o f a series o f equations of
the form "A is to B as a is to b with respect to x."4 Because o f the presence o f multiple
analogies, Sider claims that the longer "story parables are really ‘allegorical’ after all."5
As mentioned earlier, an inordinate interest in the literary qualities o f the parables
developed in the 1970s. The main parables chosen for study were those with narrative
elements.6 Scholars preferred the longer parables, mainly because they were amenable to
M adeleine Boucher, The M ysterious P arable: A L iterary Study (Washington,
DC: Catholic Biblical Association o f America, 1977), 20.
2Ibid. The only types o f parables that are not allegories are simple similitudes or
extended synecdoches (not extended metaphors) such as the Parables o f the Rich Fool
and o f the Pharisee and the Publican.
3Ibid.
4John W. Sider, "The Meaning o f P arabole in the Usage o f the Synoptic
Evangelists," B iblica 62 (1981): 460.
sJohn W. Sider, "Proportional Analogy in the Gospel Parables," N ew Testam ent
Studies 31 (January 1985): 22.
6Parables such as The Good Samaritan and The Prodigal Son.
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narratorial analysis. Thus, in addition to pointing out parables’ metaphoric qualities, the
major contribution of scholars in the last few decades has been the study o f the narratorial
aspect o f parables. This new focus has created two tracks in parable scholarship. The
first was an interest by parable scholars in the field o f structuralism.1 The other track
provided the “old constants” of secular literary criticism, which are used to analyze
ancient and contemporary literature. This approach espouses constants that are much
more common in literary studies, for instance, plot, character, point o f view, and setting.2
Another area that has attracted much study in the past few decades is the
interpretation o f parables against the background of Jewish culture and rabbinic
traditions.3 Some outstanding contributors in this field have been Duncan M . Derett,4
lEarly treatments o f this form o f analysis may be seen in Crossan’s first year’s
work titled "The Servant Parables o f Jesus," and "Parable and Example in the Teaching of
Jesus," Sem eia 1 (1974): 17-62; 63-104; and Via’s work titled "Parable and Example
Story: A Literary Structuralist Approach," Sem eia 1 (1974): 105-133. Later, several
scholars studied the parable of The Good Samaritan in Semeia 2 (1974). See Daniel
Patte, "An Analysis of Narrative Structure and the Good Samaritan," 1-26; Georges
Crespy, "The Parable of the Good Samaritan: An Essay in Structural Research," 27-50;
Funk, "Structure in the Narrative Parables o f Jesus," 51-73; idem, "The Good Samaritan
as Metaphor," 74-81; Crossan, "The Good Samaritan: Towards a Generic Definition o f
Parable," 82-112. See also Pheme Perkins, H earing the Parables o f Jesus (New York:
Paulist, 1981) 52-54. Though this method o f parabolic study held sway for a decade or
two, in more recent times it has begun to fade.
2See Donahue, 20.
3Some o f the more preliminary work was done by people like Asher Feldman, The
P arables and Sim iles o f the Rabbis, A gricultural and Pastoral (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1924); and W. O. E. Oesterley, The Gospel P arables in the L ight o f
Their Jew ish Background (New York: Macmillan, 1936).
4See J. Duncan M. Derrett, Law in the N ew Testament (London: Darton, Longman
and Todd, 1976); idem, Studies in the New Testam ent, 2 vols. (Leiden: B rill,.1977).
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Kenneth Bailey,1 and the leading Jewish-Israeli professor on the New Testament, David
Flusser, and his student Brad Young. Young describes his mentor’s work; as "a brave
new approach . . . which analyzes the parable motifically as a literary genre."2 This
approach challenges Julicher as well as Jeremias and all reader-response approaches.3
Flusser’s main contention is that though the contexts o f the parables o f Jesus are not
generally questionable, they are not realistic, as they overstate the typical daily life o f the
ancient Jew. Brad Young, with zest akin to that o f Flusser, avers that Jesus, though the
original founder o f Christianity, must be understood as being framed within the context
and natural environment o f the Second Temple period. This epoch must not be viewed
only as a backdrop for Jesus’ teaching, but as the actual framework for them .4
lBailey looks not only at the Palestinian cultural elements in the parables but also
the literary features and structures in the parables from a Jewish perspective. See
Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant (Grand Rapids; Eerdmans, 1976); idem,
Through P easant E yes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980).
2Brad H. Young, Jesus a n d H is Jew ish P arables: Rediscovering the R oots o f
Jesus ’ Teaching (New York: Paulist, 1989), 34.
3See David Flusser, D ie rabbinischen G leichnisse und der G leichniserzahler
Jesus (Bern: Peter Lang, 1981). See also, idem, "A Panel Commentary on Petuchowski’s
Discussion o f the Parable," C hristian N ew s fro m Isra el 23, no. 3 (1973): 147-148; idem,
"Aesop’s Fable and the Parable o f the Talents," in Parable and Story in Judaism and
C hristianity, ed. C. Thoma and M. Wyschogrod (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 1989), 9-25;
idem, Yahadut Umekorot H anatzrut (Tel Aviv: Sifriyat Poalim, 1979).
4See Brad H. Young, The Parables: Jew ish Tradition and C hristian Interpretation
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998); idem, Jesus and H is Jew ish Parables. Other works
o f Young which recognize the Jewish element and thought in the teachings o f Jesus and
Paul are "The Ascension M otif o f 2 Corinthians in Jewish, Christian, and Gnostic Texts,"
Grace Theological Journal 9 (1988): 73-103; idem, "The Cross, Jesus, and the Jewish
People," Im m anuel 24/25 (1990): 23-34; idem, Jesus the Jew ish Theologian (Peabody,
MA: Hendrickson, 1995); idem, The Jew ish B ackground to the L ord’s P rayer (Austin,
TX: Center for Judaic-Christian Studies, 1984); idem, P aul the Jew ish Theologian
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In the last decade, parable studies began gravitating again to the question o f
allegory in parables, but in a more positive light, to the polyvalent interpretation o f the
parables, and to the banal nature o f Jesus’ parables. Craig Blomberg recognizes the
parables o f Jesus as allegories. For him a parable is a literary genre that may have more
than one point o f comparison. Each main point corresponds to each o f the main
characters who are likely candidates for allegorical interpretation. Most o f the parables o f
Jesus sustain a triadic structure o f three main characters and, therefore, convey three main
points, though some m ay have one or two.1
Polyvalence as a w ay to interpret the parables has been defended by M ary Ann
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997); Brad H. Young and David Flusser, "Messianic
Blessings in Jewish and Christian Texts," in Judaism and the O rigins o f C hristianity, ed.
David Flusser (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1989), 280-300.
The biggest challenge for scholars who use rabbinic parables as a paradigmatic
mold for interpreting the parables o f Jesus is the period when these parables originate.
The corpus o f rabbinic parables, which originates largely from the second and third
century C.E., numbers about two thousand and is scattered throughout a wide variety o f
writings. Robert M. Johnston has collected 325 parables either attributed to the Tannaim
(the rabbis o f the first three centuries o f the Christian era) or found in Jewish writings o f
the same period. He has provided translations for them and offered a rudimentary
commentary on each. See Robert M. Johnston, "Parabolic Interpretations Attributed to
Tannaim" (Ph.D. dissertation, Hartford Seminary Foundation, 1978). Almost none o f the
rabbinic parables can be dated as early as the first half o f the first century. In spite o f this
apparent negative variable, scholars have arrived at some interesting Endings as they
compare the parables o f Jesus with rabbinic parables.
Another grave concern o f scholars regarding the "Jewish" approach for the study
o f the parables is the oftentimes unwarranted enthusiasm and hyperbolical treatment o f
the parables. Yet, "given the insensitivity and hyperbole of some Christian scholars, this
is not surprising and may be necessary." See Klyne R. Snodgrass, "From Allegorizing to
Allegorizing: A History o f the Interpretation o f the Parables o f Jesus," in The C hallenge
o f J e su s’Parables, ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 19.
lSee Blomberg, Interpreting the P arables.
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Tolbert and Susan Wittig. Tolbert argued that because the Gospel writers themselves
sometimes adjusted the original contexts o f the parables, thus justifying their polyvalent
character, each scholar may arrive at equally legitimate interpretations.1 Wittig explains
the polyvalent nature o f parables in semiotic terms.2
Bernard B. Scott looks for the commonplace elements in the parables o f Jesus.3
Scott draws the readers’ attention to the fact that before, during, and after the time o f
Jesus a process o f regularization o f stereotypical plots, characterization, phraseology, and
use of formulas in parables was in progress. During this period o f regularization, an
"ideal thesaurus" o f stereotyped traditional elements developed, from which "we can view
the parable proper as a structure, with the extant version being a performance of that
structure."4 This presupposes that the matter o f import is not the ipsissim a verba o f the
parable, but its ipsissim a structura. To get at the simplest, banal form o f the original
parable of Jesus is Scott’s main objective. Scott believes that the allegorical elements in
the parables are interpolations that occurred via tradition.
In summary, parabolic investigation has undergone several phases of change.
Colbert, P erspectives on the Parables. In this bid, Tolbert in no way tries to
undermine the integrity o f the parables. In one instance, she construes a parable using
labels from Freudian psychology. See her discussion on the Prodigal Son, in 102-107.
2Susan Wittig, "A Theory o f Polyvalent Reading," in SBL 1975 Seminar P apers,
vol. 2, ed. G. Mac Rae (Missoula: Scholars, 1975), 169-183.
3Bemard Brandon Scott, H ear Then the P arable: A Com m entary on the P arables
o f Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990). Cf. Charles W. Hedrick, P arables as P oetic
F iction: The C reative Voice o f Jesus (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994).
4Scott, H ear Then the Parable, 18.
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W hat began in the early stages o f the Christian Church under the yoke o f the "allegorical
method" continued until the nineteenth century, when Julicher broke with tradition. In
spite o f Julicher1s over-reaction, he ignited the spark o f parabolic dialogue. Today,
however, there is a revival o f the "allegorical vocabulary," this time with a different
orientation to the understanding o f parables.
Reactions to Julicher’s assertions took different twists, and looked at the parables
from different angles. Consequently, the interpretation o f parables has spanned the broad
spectrum o f biblical hermenuetics found in almost every area o f biblical studies, from
historical, descriptive, and diachronic approaches, all the way to the synchronic literary
approaches.
In history, the parables have been studied: in their sitz im leben, trying to discover
the ipsissim a verba o f Jesus, investigating their historico-eschatological orientations,
searching for fixed laws o f transmission, exploring their existential dimensions, probing
their aesthetic makeup, analyzing their symbolic nature, surveying their Jewish contexts,
examining their polyvalent and banal character, and anatomizing their metaphoric traits in
an attempt to realize their potency in human lives. Today, the dominant approach to the
study o f the parables is from a literary perspective. Scholars are more concerned about
the impact of the parables than the proof o f their historical veracity.

The Parable Defined Biblically
In biblical scholarship, definitions for the genre “parables” have been many and
varied. This extravagance o f explications can be accounted for by the ambiguity o f the
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use o f parables in biblical literature. Practically all individuals who read, study, o r write
on parables gravitate to the widely accepted lengthy, “parabolic” pericopes in the Gospels
(such as The Sower and the Seed, The Prodigal Son, Laborers in the Vineyard, and so
on), yet do not demonstrate comparable interest in other smaller units o f parabolic sayings
in the same Gospels (for example, Mark 3:23-27; 7:14-17). It is also interesting that
many o f the most prominent parables in the Christian tradition are not so designated in
the Gospels themselves (for instance, The Good Samaritan, and the Unjust Steward). It
follows, then, that the original sense of the word “parable” is not limited to a fixed
literary form. It is commonly said that the parable is “an earthly story with a heavenly
meaning.” As we shall discover, the parable requires a much more encompassing
definition.
W ebster’s dictionary renders two definitions for a parable: “a short allegorical
story designed to convey some truth, religious principle, or moral lesson” or “a statement
or comment that conveys a meaning indirectly by the use o f comparison, analogy, o r the
like.”1 These definitions are not exclusive in their scope. The reason for this is that we
must not try to define “parable” as we understand it, in a twenty-first-century context.
For a more accurate meaning o f parable, it is imperative to study the term in its firstcentury Hellenistic context, and even prior to that, its Hebrew context. The complexities
in parabolic definition are realized more when an etymological study is done o f the term,
complemented by a contextual study of how parables are actually used in Scripture.
The word translated “parable” in the Greek N ew Testament is trapaPoXij. This is
'W eb ster’s Encyclopedic U nabridged D ictionary (1996), s.v. "parable."
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the same word used in the LXX to refer broadly to the Aramaic/Hebrew Old Testament
m asal} The Gospel writers wrote the parables in ‘koine’ Greek, and probably Jesus
spoke and understood Greek. But it is well-established that Jesus spoke in Aramaic and
understood Hebrew. Thus, when Jesus used the word “parable,” his frame of reference
would have been the Aramaic/Hebrew masal. It follows, then, that “the antecedents of
Christ’s parable m ust be sought not in the Hellas but in Israel; not in the Greek orators
but in the Old Testament prophets and the Jewish Fathers.”2 Accordingly, a study o f the
word masal in its Old Testament context is indispensable.
The word masal is derived from the Hebrew root m sl translated “to be like,”3 or
“shadow.” Analogically speaking, it is like a silhouette o f the real substance.4 This
meaning of masal seems to suggest a natural affinity between the temporal world, in
which the m‘Salim (the shadows) are cast, and the spiritual dimension (the real
substance). Accordingly, the creative genius o f the masal affords the opportunity for the
ordinariness o f the human forum to interface with consciousness of the divine.
Friedrich Hauck, "TtapaPoXq," Theological D ictionary o f the New Testam ent, ed.
Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-1976), 5:751.
h u n te r, Interpreting the Parables, 8.
3Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles Briggs, H ebrew and E nglish Lexicon o f
the O ld Testam ent (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), s.v. b®'Q.
4Heintz supports this idea o f the m asal functioning as a shadow by quoting an
early Semitic proverb where a king is portrayed as the shadow or resemblance o f God.
See J. G. Heintz, "Royal Traits and Messianic Figures: A Thematic and Iconographical
Approach (Mesopotamian Elements)," in The M essiah, ed. J. Charlesworth (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Fortress, 1992), 52-66. Heintz also mentions a seventh-century B.C.E.
document in which an official address is made to king Assurbanipal. The king is likened
to the shadow o f the god, and the subject is the shadow o f the king. Ibid.
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Apart from its elemental meaning of similarity, resemblance, or reflection, masal
sustains a wide semantic range in the Hebrew literature. Its meaning may span from a
simple comparison to any kind o f illustration, from a proverbial saying to a fictitious
story. A masal may refer to a maxim or proverb,1 a byword or taunt,2 an ode or poem, a
riddle,3 anecdote, fable,4 allegory,s or narrative unit.6 In the Old Testament the parables o f
the trees (Judg 9:7-15) and that of the ewe Iamb (2 Sam 12:1-4),7 though in structure and
form carrying a semblance to some New Testament parables, are not identified as
parables. From the foregoing evidences it is tenable to say that the “parable” in the
4 Sam 10:12; 24:13; Prov 1:1, 6; 10:1; 26:7-9; Ezek 12:22-23; 16:44; 18:2-3.
Scott claims that the proverb is the archetypical masal, because its characteristics allow
other connotative language to be called masal by extension. W hatever is proverbial is a
masal. See Scott, H ear Then the Parable, 13.
2Pss 44:14; 69:11; Isa 14:3-4; Mic 2:4; Hab 2:6.
3Judg 14:10-18; Pss 49:4; 78:2; Prov 1:6; Ezek 17:2ff.
4Judg 9:7-15; 2 Kgs 14:9, 10. Fables tend to employ animals and plants as
leading characters who behave as humans. Their lessons are usually more prudential.
Though the Hebrew masal may designate a parable and a fable alike, sometimes the
Hebrew misle s u ’a lim ffox comparisons,” has been used to describe the fable, while
mesalim, “comparisons” or “likenesses.” See Haim Schwarzbaum, The M ishle Shualim
(Fox Fables) o f Rabbi Berechiah Ha-Nakdan: A Study in Comparative Folklore and
Fable Lore (Kiron, Israel: Institute for Jewish and Arab Folklore Research, 1979), i.
While in the Old Testament, parables may be fables, in the New Testament they are not
so. The parables o f the New Testament prefer to use people in everyday life. They
portray realistic settings, where people are people and animals are animals. Parables are
usually more theological and theocentric. See Young, The Parables, 21.
5Isa 5:1-7; Ezek 17:2-10; 20:49-21:5; 24:2-5.
6l E n 39-71.
7Judg 9:7-15; 2 Sam 12:1-4.
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Hebrew literature is much more than a story with a moral lesson, more than an analogy or
allegory. It embraces a broader concept than this. The mMal defines the unknown by
using what is known. It begins where the listener is, and then transposes him into a new,
rich, and fascinating realm of discovery.1 “Above all else, the mM al represents the
greatest effort to imagine God.”2
T r a p a P o X ii

in the Greek New Testament is derived from the preposition

T rapa,

“alongside of,” and the verb (BaXXoj, “to cast,” “to place,” or “to throw.” Thus,
TrapaPoXri is translated literally “to cast alongside,” “to set beside,” or “to throw beside.”3
Etymologically, the parable consists o f placing one thing alongside another, or casting
something in juxtaposition to another, o r setting a thing beside to compare it with
another. As with the mMal, these m eanings suggest the idea of comparison, signifying
similarity or parallelism.
As there is a wide range o f meanings with the Old Testament mM al, so it happens
with the New Testament TrapaPoXTj. It may refer to a proverb,4 a wisdom saying (Luke
1Young, The Parables, 3.
^David Stem, Parables in M idrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic
Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 93.
3C. H. Peisker, "Parable, Allegory, Proverb," The New International Dictionary o f
the New Testament Theology, ed. Collin Brown (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1986), 2:743.
TtapaPoXfj is used 48 times in the Synoptic Gospels, and twice in Hebrews.
4Luke 4:23; 6:39. (The parallel passage in M att 15:14 is not described as a
parable. Notwithstanding, it is a parable.)
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5:36-39), a riddle (Mark 7:15; 14:58), a similitude,1 a story,2 an example,3 or an allegory.4
Some pericopes are not explicitly identified as parables but bear marks o f structure and
form analogous to rabbinic parables.5 Others are classified as parables because they are
placed in a parabolic section and the context warrants categorization as such (Luke 15:1132). Some parables may be classified under more than one category.6 This warrants a
caution when trying to classify parables: rigidity suggests arbitrariness.
^ a t t 13:31-32; 3:33; 3:44; 3:45-46; 3:52; M ark4:21-22; 4:26-29; 4:30-32;
13:28-29; Luke 5:36-38; 12:35-38; 15:3-7; 15:8-10. The understanding o f similitude, in
this case, is derived from Julicher’s categorizations.
2Stein refers to a parable as "story" in the narrow sense o f "extended, fictional
comparisons in story form that refer generally to a unique event." Some examples are:
The Barren Fig Tree, Luke 13:6-9; The Importunate Widow, Luke 18:8; The Pounds,
Luke 19:11-27. See Robert H. Stein, "The Genre o f Parables," in The Challenge o f
Jesus ’Parables, ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 44-45.
3The Rich Fool, Luke 12:16-21; the four "example" parables o f Julicher; Places at
a Feast, Luke 14:7-11.
4A distinction must be made between the type o f parable called "allegory," and the
exegetical method o f "allegorizing." Some parables may be considered genuine
allegories, where multiple symbols are used to represent counterparts in the teaching to be
conveyed. These allegories must be interpreted in the way the authors intend, as
allegories. The classic example is the parable o f The Sower and the Seed, Mark 4:3-9.
Others are: The Parable o f the Tenants, Mark 12:1-11; The Wheat and the Tares, Matt
13:24-30; The Great Supper, Matt 22:2-10; The Ten Virgins, Matt 25:1-13. For the
difference between "allegory," "allegorizing, and "allegorization," see Klauck, 91.
5M att 11:16-19 = Luke 7:31-35; Matt 18:23-35.
6M ark 7:15 is a riddle, but may be classified as a proverb or figurative saying.
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The Purpose and Function o f the Parables
T he Parable in Relational Terms
Some scholars understand the parable in personal and relational terms. They
describe the inherent qualities o f the parable, and how it relates to and functions in the
human/divine relationship. Donahue affirms: “The parables embrace images of the
dynamism o f nature and deviousness o f human nature.” 1 Tannehill notes: “The sayings
do not invite contemplation o f themselves as objects o f value but require us to
contemplate our lives.”2 Young avers that "the reality o f God is revealed in the wordpictures o f a parable"; further, the parable illustrates "the nature o f God and human
responses to his love."3 He also finds that “the parable teaches more by intuition than by
precept. The message is caught rather than learned.” Parables “awaken the inner
spirituality o f the listener rather than challenge the intellect in the purely cognitive
realm.4” “Through the parables and poetry o f Jesus,” writes Donahue, “we are in contact
with his imagination as it brings to expression his self-understanding o f his mission and
his struggle with the mystery o f his Father’s will.”5
Maisonneuve promotes the instructional nature o f the parables: Communicating a
'Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 2.
2Robert Tannehill, The Sword o f H is M onth (Missoula, MT: Scholars, 1975), 17.
3Young, The Parables, 3.
4Ibid., 23.
5Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 2.
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message is its main purpose.1 Young agrees that parables are designed “to instruct,” to
“illustrate and teach,” “to drive home a point,” “to communicate a message.”2 But
parables not only communicate at the cognitive level; they also operate at the affective
level where the reader participates in the “language event.” They embody two
dimensions: referential and commissive. They are often described as having a twofold
function: the referential dimension enhances communication, the commissive assists
persuasion.3
The above citations illustrate how the parables accentuate human/divine
relationships and serve as communicative instruments. The parables o f the Gospels are
loaded with circumstances o f everyday life. This stage o f common worldliness becomes
the context for God to view the human condition. Notwithstanding, the appraisal o f the
parable in relational terms is inadequate for a full appreciation o f its substance.

The Parable as Story
Some outstanding scholars have advanced their understanding o f what
characterizes the "parable” o f Jesus. They classify parables under different names,
emphasizing certain characteristics, noting how they serve distinct functions. There are
those who appraise the “story” element in the parable. A minimalist but simple definition
lD. de la Maisonneuve, "Parables o f Jesus and Rabbinic Parables," Sidic 19
(1987): 8-15.
2Young, The Parables, 33-34.
3Stein, "The Genre o f Parables," 36-38.
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is rendered by John Gabel and Charles W heeler: “The parable originally was a brief story
that used details from ordinary life to illustrate a moral p o in t. . . and was an effective
teaching device because it put things in terms that people could understand and made
them easy to remember.”1 Young believes a parable may refer to a saying or story
example. For him, parables are teachings about God using concrete illustrations that
reach the heart through imagination. They challenge the mind at the highest intellectual
level with the use of simple everyday stories which make common sense amidst the
complexities o f religious faith and human experience.2 Donahue finds parallels ranging
from short narrative vignettes to full-blown dramatic stories.3

T he P arab le as M etaphor
Some scholars, especially in recent times, are not satisfied to describe the parables
exclusively as stories. The parable is seen as displaying disorientation of everydayness,
exaggerated realism, distended concreteness, and incompatible elements often subtly
drawn, which prohibit the parable from coming to rest in the literal sense.4 The language
o f the parables is couched in the figurative and tropical, where communication occurs
through the media of images and the power o f suggestion. Literalness is not the mode in
^ a b e l and Wheeler, 189. Sider argues that to define a parable as a "story" is only
a half-truth. Rather, parables are "narratives put to the service o f analogy." See John W.
Sider, "The Parables," in A Complete Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Leland Ryken
Leland and Tremper Longman III (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993), 423.
2Young, The Parables, 3.
3Donahue, The G ospel in Parable, 2.
4Funk, Language, H erm eneutic and the W ord o f God, 160-161.
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which parables must be understood.1 The seminal works o f scholars such as Wilder,
Funk, and Perrin, who are versed in poetic criticism, have argued for the strong
metaphoric element in parables. Thus, they have opened the way for a new understanding
in the literary and theological appreciation o f the parables. The parable is sometimes seen
as a narrative paradox formed into a story. This parable-story possesses hidden power
and is disturbingly paradoxical. In essence, a parable is a storied paradox,2 designed to
establish tension, to cut through existing structures o f perception with the sharp knife o f
paradox. The parables are paradoxical, shattering, exploding, and disclosing narratives.3
Crossan maintains that the paradoxical nature o f the parables o f Jesus qualifies
them as metaphors of the transcendent. Only when one stands before the lim it o f
language does one possess the ability to appreciate the kingdom of God as a free gift.4
The parables are metaphors because they function as metaphors. Warren Carter and John
Heil point out that “metaphors bring together the familiar and the unfamiliar, the similar
(epiphor) and the different (diaphor), the everyday and the extravagant, realism and
hyperbole.” When two distant entities approximate each other, they “redescribe,
Voucher, The M ysterious Parable, 11-25; idem, Parables (Wilmington, DE:
Michael Glazier, 1981), 25-31.
2H. Politzer, Franz Kafka: Parable and Paradox, rev. and exp. ed. (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1966), 84-85.
3Bausch, 117.
4John Dominic Crossan, C liffs o f Fall: Paradox and Polyvalence in the Parables
o f Jesus (New York: Seabury, 1980).
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disclose,” and “create.”1 Metaphors reveal a “new reality” and create a new vision for the
reader, thereby providing new lenses for understanding an entity. In other words,
metaphors disturb normal seeing.”2 It is well-established that the metaphor in narrative is
a vibrant vehicle which impacts the reader forcefully. For Wilder, metaphor is “a bearer
of the reality to which it refers. The hearer not only learns about that reality but
participates in it.”3
Today, the metaphor is sharply delineated from the simile.4 A sim ile is a
comparison which uses the particle “like” or “as.” A metaphor is an implied
comparison.5 According to Wilder, “a simile sets one thing over against another: the less
known is clarified by that which is better known. But in the metaphor w e have an image
with a certain shock to the imagination which directly conveys vision o f w hat is
W arren Carter and John Paul Heil, M atthew ’s Parables: Audience-O riented
Parables, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series 30 (Washington, DC:
Catholic Biblical Association o f America, 1998), 62.
2Ibid. For further elaboration on the metaphoric nature o f the parables, see Funk,
Language Hermeneutic, and the W ord o f God, 133-162; Paul Ricoeur, "Paul Ricoeuron
Biblical Hermeneutics," Semeia 4 (1975): 75-106; Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 42-51.
W ilder, Early Christian Rhetoric, 92. When the reader participates in the
metaphoric encounter, the parable operates at the affective level. The parable as a vehicle
o f communication is not limited only to its cognitive or informative dimension.
4Ancient writers never insisted on a sharp distinction. Aristotle postulated that
"the simile is metaphor, for there is very little difference." See Aristotle The A rt o f
Rhetoric 1.406b. Quintilian held that "on the whole, metaphor is a shorter form o f the
simile." See Quintilian Institutio O ratorio 8.6.8.
5Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 7.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

77

signified.”1 Metaphor contrasts two fundamentally different categories o f reality and
hence produces a shock to the imagination, while the simile is essentially illustrative.2
Some o f the more celebrated definitions o f “parable” viewed from an emphasis on
its metaphoric nature have received widespread acceptance. For Wendland, a parable is
“simply a verbal analogy in which a comparison is made between two events or situations
which either correspond or contrast in certain critical respects, but not in others.” It
functions as “an extended sim ile-or better, a metaphor-whereby imagery selected from
the realm of concrete, everyday experience in first-century Palestine, especially rural
Galilee, is used as an illustration (or ‘vehicle’) to convey a deeper level o f meaning (the
‘tenor’).”3 Young states: “The Eastern mind tended to conceive o f God in dynamic
metaphors; God is known through his mighty acts. Parables describe God in similar
images.”4
For Scott, a parable employs “a short narrative fiction to reference a narrative
symbol,”s thus hinting at its primarily oral and mythical character. The reason for the
W ilder, E arly Christian Rhetoric, 80.
^Norman Perrin, Jesus and the Language o f the Kingdom: Sym bol and M etaphor
in New Testament Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 99-100; 128-129; 135136.
3Em st R. Wendland, "A Tale o f Two Debtors: On the Interaction o f Text, Cotext,
and Context in a N ew Testament Dramatic Narrative (Luke 7:36-50)," in Linguistics and
New Testament Interpretation: Essays on Discourse Analysis, ed. David Allan Black,
Katharine Barnwell, and Stephen Levinsohn (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 103.
4Young, The Parables, 4.
5Scott, H ear Then the Parable, 8.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

78

referencing function is to highlight the metaphorical process. The narrative symbol in
the context o f Jesus’ ministry refers to the kingdom of God. Crossan designates the
parable as “an extended metaphor o r simile frequently becoming a brief narrative,
generally used in biblical times for didactic purposes.”1 The metaphor, as understood by
Crossan, is language dressed in adornment, which will be unadorned if put in simple
prose. This ornamentation in metaphor is useful in teaching students something new.
The metaphor is able to "articulate a referent so new or so alien to his consciousness that
this referent can only be grasped within the metaphor itself."2 Metaphor, then, does not
simply adduce information; but first, elicits participation. In other words, participation
precedes information.
C. H. Dodd offers a comprehensive definition for the parable: “At its simplest the
parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by
its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise
application to tease it into active thought.”3 Dodd’s definition features four aspects of
parabolic language: (a) its poetic and metaphoric quality, (b) its realism, (c) its
paradoxical and engaging quality; and (d) its open-ended nature.4 Eta Linneman, with
lJohn Dominic Crossan, "Parable," The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel
Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:146.
2Idem, C liffs o f Fall, 13.
3Dodd, The Parables o f the Kingdom, 5.
4Donahue adds the narrative aspect to Dodd’s four features. See Donahue, The
G ospel in Parable, 6.
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her “interlocking” concept o f the nature o f the parables, describes the parable as a
dialogue which engages the hearer.1

The Structure o f the Parable
Few attempts have been made to formulate a structure o f the typical parable since
Johnston’s illuminating work on rabbinic parables.2 The structural characteristics o f the
typical narrative masal proposed by Johnston have gained widespread support.3 Later,
Johnston and Harvey McArthur analyzed Jewish parables vis-a-vis the parables o f Jesus.4
Although Jesus’ parables, in many instances, do not follow this structure, and many lack
one or two o f the structural elements, their paradigm serves well for analyzing the Gospel
parables. Johnston’s five-part structure o f the typical narrative masal is as follows:5
1. The Illustrand or the point to be illustrated.
2. The Introductory Formula. Some are "explicitly labeled," for example: "A
parable," "A Parable: It is like unto . . . , " or "They parable a parable. Unto what is the
matter like? It is like unto . . . " Some have "abbreviated labels," for example: "It is like
lLinneman, 23-30.
2Johnston, "Parabolic Interpretations," 164-166; idem, "The Study o f Rabbinic
Parables: Some Preliminary Observations," in Society o f Biblical Literature 1977
Seminar Papers (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1976), 342.
3See Crossan, Cliffs o f Fall, 18; Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 16-17; David
Stem, "Rhetoric and Midrash: The Case o f Mashal," Prooftexts 1 (1981): 278; Joel
Gereboff, E arly Rabbinic Storytelling (Atlanta: Scholars, 1979), 814-815.
4See Harvey McArthur and Robert Johnston, They Also Taught in Parables
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 165-196.
sIbid., 99.
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unto . . . "
3. The Parable Proper, the story part, o r so-called picture half o f whole unit.
4. The Application, usually introduced by the Hebrew word, khak (even so;
likewise) or another linking word.
5. Scriptural Quotation, often introduced by the formula "as it is said" or "as it is
written." (The quotation is followed by a second application, which itself may become an
illustrand, thus producing a chain o f parables.)
Brad Young discusses the structure o f the classic parable in literary and
psychological terms. He offers six components:1
1. Prolegomenon: This may be a single word such as “to” or “parable.” The
standard phrase, “A parable, to what may the matter be compared? To a . . . , ” became
the accepted form to introduce a parable. In the Gospels Jesus introduced his parables by
saying, “The kingdom o f God is like . . . ” These introductions were perhaps more
standardized in their written forms, but abbreviated in their oral forms.2 The
prolegomenon prepared the listeners and built up anticipation.
2. Introduction o f the Cast: This has to do with the introduction o f the characters
who are important for the development o f the plot and the final outcome o f the story. For
example, Luke 15:11-32 presents the prodigal son and his stay-at-home brother.
1Young, The Parables, 24-25.
2See Robert L. Santos and E. dos Santos, A Comparative Greek Concordance o f
the Synoptic Gospels, 3 vols. (Jerusalem: Jerusalem Baptist House, 1985-1989), s.v.
"parables."
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3. Plot o f the Story: Here the dram a begins. Through the dramatic movements
(the play and counterplay o f characters in the story) o f the plot, the story line is revealed.
4. Conflict: The classic form alm ost always introduces a major conflict. This
may be a family crisis (the Prodigal Son), a property crisis (Laborers in the Vineyard; The
Talents, etc.), or a crisis with the wealthy and the outcast (the Great Supper, the
Unforgiving Servant). The conflict focuses on a major problem and begs fo r resolution.
5. Conflict Resolution: The audience is led to a resolution of the conflict. In this
whole process the audience actively participates. Sometimes the parable is left without a
clear resolution and invites the audience to decide the matter. Usually, however, the
parable leads the listener to an early resolution o f the conflict and illustrates the
resemblance between the fiction o f the parable and the reality o f life.
6. Call to a Decision and/or Application: Jesus called his listeners to a decision.
Both Gospel and Rabbinic parables frequently made an application to life. Rabbis used
an expression kakh which means “thus it is also with.” They applied the parable to daily
living or illustrated the purpose o f the story. The call for a decision and/or application of
the parable is the major turning point o f the parable. Here the parabler describes the
significance o f his parable and explains the central theme.
While Bible interpreters must be aware o f these six features in the classic form of
story parables, they must also be prepared to encounter deviations from this process.
Sometimes the story is streamlined (Mustard Seed and Leaven). On occasion the form is
expanded. Usually the deviations occur in the plot, conflict, and conflict resolution stages
o f development (The Prodigal Son and the Unforgiving Servant).
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CHAPTER m

THE NATURE AND FUNCTION OF TYPE-SCENES

For an appreciation o f the workings o f the type-scene, an examination o f its nature
and function is necessary. W hat it constitutes and how it works are the two foci o f this
chapter. The first section establishes the type-scene as an ancient narratorial convention.
This is followed by a survey o f the type-scene studies that have been done so far,
demonstrating how the type-scene analysis has been applied to secular and biblical
narratives A detailed definition o f the type-scene is then presented, followed by an
elaboration of its component elements and characteristics. Four main components
comprise the type-scene and two facilitate its workings, while two characteristics develop
its actualization.

The Role and Nature o f Convention in Narrative
Until the middle of the twentieth century, the role o f literary convention as a
communication device in culture was assumed but not studied by literary critics.1 As a
literary theory, convention was recognized only in a formal way in studies o f poetry and
*R. M. Browne, Theories o f Convention in Contemporary American Criticism
(Washington, DC: Catholic University o f America, 1946), x.
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drama.1 But, in recent years, literary critics have begun to take cognizance o f the
important role that literary convention plays within narrative, in the communication o f
ideas, beliefs, values, and practices o f a society. Today, literary discussions on
convention as a theory thrive even in areas such as law, philosophy, art, sculpture, film,
and even television.2 Literary critics are becoming more and more aware that literary
"convention is basic to culture and communication within culture."3
The term "convention" conveys three basic meanings. It may mean "a formal
assembly," "a rule or method," or "an agreement, compact, or contract."4 From a literary
standpoint, "convention" may be best understood as fitting the last definition.
Essentially, literary conventions are tacit agreements, between authors and their
contemporary readers, which enable them to actualize the message they are endeavoring
to communicate, contextualize, and interpret that message. Abrams puts it in
perspective when he says that literary conventions are "convenient devices, accepted by a
kind o f implicit contract between author and audience, for solving the problems imposed
by a particular artistic medium in representing reality."5
^ e e Samuel R. Levin, "The Conventions o f Poetry," in A Literary Style: A
Symposium, ed. Seymour Chatman (London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 177-196;
Lowes, 93-268.
2Two entire issues o f N ew Literary History: A Journal o f Theory and
Interpretation were dedicated to the subject o f convention in the humanities: vols. 13 and
14 (Spring 1982, Winter 1983).
3Thimes, 8.
^W ebster's Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary, 1989 ed., s.v. "convention."
5Abrams, A Glossary o f Literary Terms, 33-34.
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John Lowes posits that "conventions exist by virtue o f usage, and usage is, o f all
things human, the most capricious."1 They are open to change. Through the process of
"wholesale imitation, conscious or unconscious, o f forms, devices, and methods o f
expression, which may themselves have had their origin in any o f a hundred ways,"2
convention may "multiply and ramify and split and merge" in a "bewildering and
phantasmagoric variety o f branches."3 Convention may even fade and die over time, only
to reactivate later. "Despite the fact that they change and vary, however, they are in some
form or another, always present."4 Even if they do die "through a process o f sloughing
of f , . . . new and more vigorous life develops within them."5
Within the culture o f any society, certain narratorial conventions are employed in
the writing o f literature.6 In the Hebrew narrative tradition o f the Bible, the biblical
lJohn Livingston Lowes, Convention an d Revolt in Poetry (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1919), 47.
2Ibid., 49.
3Ibid., 48.
4Levin, 178.
5Ibid., 86.
6Crowley investigated a variety o f traditional folktales in the Bahamian islands of
the W est Indies which are called “old stories” by the local people. He concluded that the
storytellers use only traditional motifs in their folktales, in addition to a few “original”
ones totally in the spirit o f the tradition. Furthermore, these old stories have a definite
structural arrangement resilient for extensive variation. He identified standard characters
(persons and animals) and stock elements who could exercise different roles from story to
story. Some characters are B ’Rabby who is the trickster, and B ’Booky his stupid foil,
B ’Jack is the clever boy hero, B ’Devil is a kind o f trickster who is always defeated by the
hero. Miss Different is the devil’s brawling wife or secretary. See Daniel J. Crowley, I
C ould Talk Old-Story Good: C reativity in Bahamian Folklore, Folklore Studies 17
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authors utilized the stock scene or episode used by oral narrators as a device o f narrative
construction. By the mere act o f writing, the Bible writers/narrators obligated themselves
to observe, or at least to consider, certain strategies and formal features in the
communication o f their texts’ repertoire.1 The repertoire o f a text "sets the work in a
referential context within which its system o f equivalences must be actualized."2 The
conventional mode requires that the author/narrator, in a formal way, organizes formally
his or her strategies to actualize the equivalences, so as to provide a meeting-point for the
repertoire and the reader.3 Thus, the Bible writers set "interpretive strategies" (keywords,
characters, motifs, and themes) in anticipated patterns of language o r actualized
equivalences that their readers could identify and appreciate.
Readers o f a text recognize and decipher conventions through the process o f
“naturalization.”4 Naturalization begs the question, What constitutes “reality” or
“likelihood”? The challenge for the narrative reader is to determine the “natural” changes
(Berkeley: University o f California Publications, 1966). See also Ruth Finnegan, Limba
Stories and Story-Telling (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967); idem, O ral Literature in
A frica (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970). Finnegan makes a few general comments about
the use o f traditional themes and motifs in story-telling among the Limba people (rice
fanners in northern Sierra Leone) in W est Africa.
‘The text’s repertoire is made up o f "material selected from social systems and
literary traditions." See Wolgang Iser, The A ct o f Reading (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1978), 86.
2Ibid.
3Basically, the strategies serve two functions: they "organize both the material of
the text and the conditions under which that material is to be communicated." Ibid.
4For an excellent source on this process, see Jonathan Culler, Structuralist
Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, an d the Study o f Literature.
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one society undergoes as compared to another, and also from one era to another. To
naturalize a convention means not only to identify and interpret the convention, but to
“ ‘forget’ its conventional character, to assimilate it into the reading process, to
incorporate it into one’s interpretative net, giving it no more thought than to the
manifestational medium.”1 S. Fish insists that the meaning o f convention in a text is not
determined from the text itself, nor from the readers’ private interpretation, but from the
"interpretative community."2
Today, the reader o f the Bible has the task o f trying to recover the ancient
conventions if he is to bring some coherence to the biblical text. However, a stumbling
block to this exercise is the "loss o f m ost o f the keys to the conventions out o f which it
[biblical narrative] was shaped."3 Though biblical authors/narrators’ “tacit contract with
their contemporary audiences” is not fully retrievable today, scholars such as Alter and
Tannehill have been able to recover some essential elements of ancient convention. This
basic convention is that in biblical narrative “more or less the same story often seems to
be told two or three more times about different characters, or sometimes even about the
Whatman, Story and Discourse, 49.
2The interpretative community is made up o f "those who share ‘interpretive
strategies’ not for reading but for writing texts, for constituting their properties." These
strategies "exist prior to the act o f reading and therefore determine the shape o f what is
read rather than, as is usually assumed, the other way around." S. Fish, Is There a Text in
This Class? The Authority o f Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1980), 14. hi other words, "to know a convention is to be party to it."
J. Schleusener, "Convention and the Context o f Reading," Critical Inquiry 6 (1980): 675.
3Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 47.
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same character in different sets o f circumstances.”1 This convention is known among
literary critics as type-scene.

Type-scene Studies
In 1933 Walter Arend came up with the concept of the type-scene. His studies
revealed the compositional recurrent patterns and variations in the epics o f Homer.2
According to Robert Alter, Arend believed that there were “certain fixed situations which
the poet is expected to include in his narrative and which he must perform according to a
set order o f motifs-situations like the arrival, the message, the voyage, the assembly, the
oracle, the arming o f the hero, and some half-dozen others.”3
The impact o f Arend’s w ork spawned a number of type-scene studies in the epics
'Ibid., 49. A typical example is the three incidents when Abraham ventures to
foreign territory due to famine, bears false witness about his true relation with Sarah,
escapes her seizure by the local ruler, and is finally blessed with gifts (Gen 12:10-20; 20;
26:1-12). Another example is Hagar, who on two occasions flees from the belligerent
hands o f Sarah to the dessert, and there finds a miraculous well (Gen 16; 21:9-21). This
story poses a variation o f the recurrent story o f bitter conflict between a favored wife and
a concubine.
2See Walter Arend, D ie typischen scenen bei Hom er (Berlin: Weidmannsche
Buchhandlung, 1933). Cf. Milman Parry, "Review o f Arend, D ie typischen szenen bei
Homer," Classical Philology 31 (1936): 357-360; and Donald K. Fry, "Old English
Formulaic Themes and Type-Scenes," Neophilogus 62 (1968): 48-54.
3Alter, The A rt o f B iblical N arrative, 50.
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o f Homer1 and other literary works.2 Later, however, Robert Alter was considered as the
specialist o f type-scene studies with the advent o f his celebrated A rt o f B iblical Narrative
in 1981. Alter is known as a twentieth-century authority on the study o f narratorial
conventions. The notion o f the type-scene was developed by him. His several
productions in biblical narratology show his expertise in this area.3
Later literary critics o f the Bible, esteemed favorably for their work in the
maturation o f type-scene studies, are Robert Tannehill and David Damrosch. Tannehill,
lAnton Fingerle, "Die Typik der homerishen Reden" (PhJ). dissertation,
Universitat Mtinchen, Munchen, Germany, 1939); J. Armstrong, "The Arming M otif in
the Dliad," American Journal o f P hilology 79 (1958): 337-354; B.C. Fenik, ed., Typical
Battle Scenes in the llliad: Studies in the N arrative Techniques o f H om eric Battle
D escription (Wiesbaden, Germany: Franz Steiner Verlag GMBH, 1968); idem, Homer
Tradition a nd Invention (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1978); Dieter Lohmann, D ie Komposition der
Reden in der Illias (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1970).
D onald K. Fry, "Themes and Type-Scenes in Elene 1-113," Speculum: A Journal
o f M edieval Studies 44 (1969): 35-45; idem, "Old English Formulaic Themes and TypeScenes"; idem, "Type-Scene Composition in Judith," Annuale M ediaevale 12(1971):
100-119; F. J. Heinemann, "Judith 236-291a: A Mock Heroic Approach to Battle TypeScenes," Neuphilologische 71 (1970): 83-96; idem, "Approach to Battle Type-Scenes in
Judith, Beowulf, and Hrafnkels Saga Freysgoda" (Ph.D. dissertation, State University of
New York, Stony Brook, 1972); idem, "Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda and Type-Scene
Analysis," Scandanavian Studies 46 (1974): 102-119.
3Some o f Robert Alter’s publications are as follows: "A Literary Approach to the
Bible"; The A rt o f Biblical N arrative; "How Convention Helps Us Read: The Case o f the
Bible’s Annunciation Type-Scene"; "A Response to Critics," Jo urn a lfor the Study o f the
O ld Testament 27 (1983): 113-117; "The Difference of Literature," P oetics Today 9
(1988): 573-591; "Introduction to the Old Testament," in The Literary Guide to the Bible,
ed. Robert Alter and F. Kermode (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), 11-35;
"Sodom as Nexus: The Web o f Design in Biblical Narrative," in The B ook and the Text:
The Bible and Literary Theory, ed. R. M. Schwartz (Basil Blackwell: Oxford University
Press, 1990), 146-160; "Samson without Folklore," in Text and Tradition: The Hebrew
Bible and Folklore, ed. S. Niditch (Atlanta: Scholars, 1990), 47-56; The W orld o f Biblical
Literature.
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a specialist in Luke-Acts, discovered four scenes o f a similar structure in several passages
in Luke and Acts 16-20. The type-scene in Luke presents Jesus relations with Jewish
leaders. This type-scene depicts the Jewish leaders either objecting, posing a testing
inquiry, or taking a position which Jesus corrects.1 The four chapters in Acts, in a
patterned sequence, feature accusations against Christians. He concluded that these
scenes may be best described as the public accusation type-scene.2
Damrosch astutely analyzes the structure and role of the battle report type-scene at
work in various accounts in the Old Testament-3 His examples are the A rk Narrative,4
the History of David’s Rise,5 and the Succession Narrative.6 In these three instances, he
illustrates the use of “the announcement of battle news” type-scene.
In the last two decades, apart from T a n n e h ill and Damrosch, there have been
lTannehill, The Narrative Unity o f Luke Acts, A Literary Interpretation: The
G ospel according to Luke (Philadelphia: F o rtress, 1986), 170.
2Robert Tannehill, The Narrative Unity ofLuke-Acts: The A cts o f the Apostles,
201-203, 208, 221-224,226, 299. Rosenblatt labels this scene the "public confrontation"
type-scene. See Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt, "Under Interrogation: Paul as a Witness in
Juridical Contexts in Acts and the Implied Spirituality for Luke’s Community" (Ph.D.
dissertation, Graduate Theological Union, 1987), 193-205.
3See Damrosch, The Narrative Covenant4The Ark Narrative occupies less than four chapters in 1 Samuel (2:12-17, 22-25;
4 :lb -7 :l). This gives an account o f the Philistine capture of the Ark o f the Covenant and
its subsequent repossession by Israel. See Damrosch, 182-192.
sThe History of David’s Rise covers 1 Sana 16:14 through 2 Sam 2:5. This unitary
passage renders the account o f David’s early exploits and defense o f his overthrow of
Saul and Saul’s household. See Damrosch, 193-202.
6The Succession Narrative consists o f 2 Sam 9-20 and 1 Kgs 1-2. See Damrosch,
241-250.
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intermittent journal articles,1and about a dozen dissertations on type-scene or type-scenerelated studies. A brief look will now be taken at the dissertations in chronological
order, starting with those that interacted with non-biblical literature. M arcia Bullard
followed the theme of revenge in an injury/counter-injury type-scene in Beowulf. The
theme o f fratricide is followed by rebellion, and in a reversal o f theme, rebellion precedes
slaughter.2 Mack Perry identifies five type-scenes in Anglo-Saxon poetry: sea voyage,
ship burial, battle (two types: single combat and mass combat), expulsion, and journey to
the underworld.3
James Wyatt studied the festival and lodging type-scene, as well as the armed
combat and love type-scene in Sir Thomas Malory’s romance, Tale o f G areth. He
showed how motifs in these type-scenes contributed to the theme o f worship.4 Chad
Oness looked at the Old English sea voyage type-scene and how it is used in the old epic,
lFor example, J. Van Seters, "Oral Patterns or Literary Conventions in Biblical
Narrative," Semeia 5 (1976): 139-154; J. C. Williams, "The Beautiful and the Barren:
Conventions in Biblical Type-Scenes," Jo urn a lfor the Study o f the O ld Testament 17
(1980): 107-119; R. E. Morosco, "Matthew’s Formation o f a Commissioning Type-Scene
Out o f the Story of Jesus’ Commissioning o f the Twelve," Journal o f B iblical Literature
103 (1984): 539-556.
2Marcia Mae Bullard, "The Theme o f Revenge in ‘B eow ulf: An Oral-Formulaic
Approach" (Ph.D. dissertation, University o f California, 1979).
3Mack Allen Perry, "Journey Type-Scenes in Anglo-Saxon Poetry (Old English)"
(Ph.D. dissertation, University o f Mississippi, 1984).
4James Leo Wyatt, "The Ways o f Worship: Motif Patterns in Sir Thomas
Malory’s ‘Tale of Gareth’" (PhD . dissertation, University o f Kentucky, 1986).
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Beowulf}
In the area of biblical studies. David Reese proffers an exorcism type-scene for the
three exorcism narratives in the Gospel o f Matthew.2 Using the meal type-scene. Craig
McMahan treated the meal scenes in the Gospel o f Luke as integrated related units.3 He
looked at four types o f meal scenarios: Jesus' three meals with women: Jesus’ eating with
toll collectors and sinners, and outcasts; Jesus’ meal at Pharisees’ houses; and Jesus’ meal
with the apostles. McMahan’s research is useful for establishing the interdependence of
meal narratives for interpreting the types o f meal scenario within the Gospel o f Luke.
McMahan’s use of the elements o f “story” in narrative is excellent, but the
elements of discourse analysis are excluded.4 He discusses at length the significance of
the meal in antiquity,5 but an actual description o f the convention with its patterns o f
repetition and variation with antecedents in antiquity is lacking. McMahan does not
analyze the meal type-scene in the Gospel o f Luke against the background o f a descriptive
type-scene convention in antiquity. The research is limited to narrative events that
portray a meal scene only with Jesus and other parties. Only three o f these meals have a
‘Chad Michael Oness, "Not Grace Exactly: An Unanxious Search for
Contemporary and Anglo-Saxon Poetic Influences" (Ph.D. dissertation, University o f
Missouri, 1998).
2David George Reese, "A Survey o f References to the Demonic in the Gospel o f
Matthew" (Ph.D. dissertation, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1981)
3Craig Thomas McMahan, "Meals as Type-Scenes in the Gospel o f Luke" (Ph.D.
dissertation, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1987), 70-288.
4Ibid., 99-111; 145-158; 192-210; 264-288.
sIbid., 4-26.
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banquet scenario.1 McMahan includes in his research only two narratives found in the
meal parables.2
David Flemming employs the divine council type-scene in narratives o f the Old
Testament. Flemming applies Genette’s notions on frequency in narrative to type-scene
studies. In terms o f frequency/repetition, he distinguishes between the singulative and
clustered type-scenes.3 Taylor’s study o f The M aster-Servant Type-Scene in the Parables
o f Jesus comes closest to a genuine application o f the type-scene to biblical narratives.
However, his research was limited to antecedents from the Old Testament, one narrative
in the intertestamental period, Early Christian literature, and the Tannaitic Corpus.4
In her work, Convention and Invention: Studies in the Biblical Sea-Storm TypeScene, Pamela Thimes discovered that the sea-storm type-scene in ancient and classical
Mediterranean literature was consistent with Hebrew and New Testament literature.
Stories that follow a miracle/rescue/adventure narrative structure shape the framework for
the application o f the type-scene. Her work demonstrates and confirms the deliberate
artistic design by the Gospel writers in applying a convention consistent with antiquity.
Victor Salanga discovered the foreigner/sojourner wife-sister ploy for self-preservation
type-scene in three narratives in Genesis. In his work Three Stories o f the Endangered
lFeast with Levi, Luke 5:27-32; Feast at Simon, the Pharisee’s house, Luke 7:3650; Feast at a Pharisee’s House, Luke 11:37-54.
P laces at a Feast, Luke 14:7-11; The Great Supper, L ukel4:16-24.
3Flemming, 63-209.
4Taylor, 14-95; 252-330.
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Wife, Salanga discusses three wives whose lives had been endangered by a
foreigner/sojourner’s ploy.1
Adeline Fehribach did excellent w ork on the bethrothal type-scene in narratives
from the fourth Gospel. She shows how this type-scene was used to portray women in
the Gospel o f John in a supportive role o f Jesus as a messianic bridegroom. The typescene was adapted for incidents that deal with women as the mother o f the messianic
bridegroom, the betrothed/bride, and sister o f the betrothed/bride. The type-scene
accommodates Mary, the mother of Jesus, as an important figure in the wedding at Cana,
and at the Cross, as a sign for the “heavenly” patrilineal descent group that Jesus
established through his “blood sacrifice.” The Samaritan woman is used to signify that
Jesus, as the messianic bridegroom, “wedded” himself to the Samaritan people.2 Mary o f
Bethany is the betrothed/bride, accompanied by her sister, Martha. M ary Magdalene is
the bride representing the community o f faith. Here, Fehribach compares betrothal typescenes found in Greco-Roman novels with Mary Magdalene.3 Fehribach’s work is a
classic example o f how type-scene research can aid in the exegetical process.
From this brief overview of type-scene studies, several conclusions may be drawn.
At first, the majority o f type-scene studies were done on secular literature, but there is
now a growing interest in type-scene studies o f the Bible. Different researchers have
^ e e Salanga, 34-68.
2See Adeline Fehribach, "The W omen in the Life o f the Bridegroom: A Feminist
Historical-Literary Analysis o f the Female Characters in the Fourth Gospel" (Ph.D.
dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1996), 167.
3Ibid„ 176-209.
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different leanings in their approach to type-scenes. One major weakness o f all the typescene studies oriented in the Bible is the little attention paid to conventional antecedents
in pre-Hebrew antiquity- Only one type-scene study has been done on the parables o f
Jesus-parables that show a master-servant scenario. Though one study was done on
meals as type-scene by McMahan, it was lim ited only to the Gospel o f Luke and did not
incorporate all the meal scenarios in the parables o f Jesus in that Gospel. In fact, no
type-scene studies dealing with banquet scenarios have been found, thus, there is still
room for another study on type-scenes.

Type-Scene Defined
The type-scene convention was developed by students of Homer, who agreed on
conventional elements of repetitive compositional patterns found in Greek epics. They
concluded that uppermost in the mind o f the epic-narrator was the traditional story. The
epic-narrator’s primary impulse was to recreate and not to create. Scholes and Kellogg
point out that the narrator was “retelling a traditional story, and therefore his primary
allegiance was not to fact, not to truth, not to entertainment, but to the story as preserved
in the tradition which the epic story-teller was re-creating.”1 Thus embedded in every
narrative are layers o f tradition (or conventions) which sustain a fixed constellation o f
predetermined motifs, which the students o f Hom er termed type-scenes.
The type-scene, according to Alter, is “an episode occurring at a portentous
‘Scholes and Kellogg, 12.
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moment in the career o f the hero which is composed o f a fixed sequence o f motifs.1 It is
often associated with certain recurrent themes; it is not bound to specific Leitwdrler,
though occasionally a recurrent term or phrase may help mark the presence o f a particular
type-scene.”2 The type-scene is “not merely a way o f formally recognizing a particular
kind o f narrative moment; it is also a means o f attaching that moment to a larger pattern
o f historical and theological meaning.”3 A type-scene emerges when a characteristic
configuration o f motifs is presented in a stylized manner.
To illustrate how type-scenes work, Alter supposes a scenario o f movie-critics
living a few hundred years hence, in retrospect appraising several twentieth-century
western films. Upon analysis, it is discovered that in every film there is a repeated
eccentricity. Invariably, every sheriff-hero, always with “the same anomalous
neurological trait o f hyper-reflexivity,” would in an instant pull the trigger and hit his
target, while his opponents are still fumbling with their weapons. In one o f the films a
variation is discovered: the hero is portrayed with a withered hand, yet performs with a
heavy rifle even in the most dangerous situation. This variation creates suspense and
1A m otif is "the smallest element o f a tale having the power to persist in
tradition." Atelia Clarkson and Gilbert B. Cross, World Folktales: A Scribner Resource
Collection (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1980), 4. One o f the most compelling
aspects o f folklore study is the appearance o f motifs across cultures. For some sound
examples, see Anne Marie Kraus, Folktale Themes and Activities fo r Children, vol. 1,
Learning Through Folklore Series, ed. Norma J. Livo (Englewood, CO: Teacher Ideas
Press, 1998). For further elaboration, see sub-section, "Leitworter, Motifs and Theme,"
below.
2Alter, The A rt o f Biblical Narrative, 96.
3Ibid., 60.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

96

interest.1
For the twentieth-century western viewer, disappointment ensues if perchance the
“star” succumbs to defeat. But this almost always never happens, because he emerges
every time as the “fastest gun in the West.” However macabre the prospects, and no
matter how many foes he is up against, the hero’s unearthly swiftness on the draw proves
his irrepressible superiority. There is nothing ambiguous about this scenario, for it aligns
itself with “the conventional,” and according to Alter, “this is a necessary condition for
telling a western story in the film medium as it should be told.”2
Alter’s work on type-scenes was limited to narratives in the Old Testament. O f the
several biblical type-scenes he identified, Alter focused on the betrothal type-scene, "for
it offered some particularly interesting and inventive variations o f the set pattern."3 Alter
compares the conventional motifs o f Jacob’s encounter with Rachel with Isaac and
Rebekah’s betrothal type-scene. He also makes a comparison with M oses’ encounter
with Reuel’s seven daughters.4 At times, the Bible author/narrator may allude to a
betrothal type-scene in innovative ways;5 at other times, he may intentionally suppress or
Tbid., 50.
2Ibid.
3Ibid., 51.
4Ibid., 54, 56-57.
sIn a very adroit fashion, the writer o f Ruth alludes to a betrothal type-scene. The
type-scene becomes very moving with elements o f recurrence and innovation. One m ust
not deem it an orchestrated improvisation on the part of the biblical narrator to
manipulate a convention for the frail sense of fancy, though playful activity should not be
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abort a type-scene as a deliberate ploy o f characterization and thematic argument.1
Alter’s concept of the betrothal type-scene is shown in table l.2

TABLE 1
ALTER’S BETROTHAL TYPE-SCENE
Activity

Significance

Future bridegroom or surrogate journeys
to a foreign land

Female otherness of the prospective wife
o r mate outside o f immediate family

He encounters a girl at a well

W ell is a symbol o f fertility and
femininity

Either one draws water

Emblematic o f bonding o f male-female or
host-guest

Girl hurries to carry news

Urgency and excitement

Invitation to a meal

Gestures o f hospitality; common values

Actual Betrothal

Damrosch also brought some flourish to the study o f type-scenes in the Bible. In
altogether rejected. See ibid., 58-59.
lA deliberate attempt to avoid a betrothal type-scene is recognized in the story of
Samson (Judg 14). A betrothal type-scene is aborted in Saul’s encounter with girls at a
well (1 Sam 9:11-12). The author/narrator was loathe to enjoin the stylization o f a
betrothal type-scene in the case o f David, knowing fully the circumstances o f David’s
marriages and complicated relations. See Alter, The A rt o f Biblical Narrative, 60-62.
2This type-scene is applied to the encounter at the well with Abraham’s servant
and Rebekah at Aram-Nahraim (Gen 24:10-61). The role played by the bridegroom and
bride in this instance is a pointed divergence from the convention. Isaac is manifestly the
most passive of the patriarchs.
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his book, The Narrative Covenant, Damrosch has given some rich insights into the
"announcement o f battle news" type-scene in three instances in 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1
Brings, chaps. 1 and 2. He concluded that several instances o f this type-scene were
brought to the foreground o f the overall story from the A rk Narrative to the History of
David’s Rise and finally to the Succession Narrative. The type-scene in each of the
accounts helps to link the once-separated elements into a unified story and to provide
analogies through which any single scene can be assessed against the other.1
Damrosch observes that the middle incident forms a bridge between the first and
the last incidents.2 In the first story (1 Sam 4:12-18), E li learns that his sons have been
killed and the ark has been captured by the Philistines. In the second incident (2 Sam 1:227), David learns o f the death o f Saul and Jonathan, and o f the defeat by the Philistines.
In the third incident (2 Sam 18-19) David learns o f the death o f his son Absalom, and
hears that his army has defeated the supporters o f Absalom.
A comparative analysis o f all three episodes reveals the application of a typescene.3 Several parallels exist among the three incidents. In the A rk Narrative, Samuel is
described as sitting at the gate, the conventional place where one would anxiously wait to
receive news about the outcome o f a battle. David is also placed at the city’s gate, where
lDamrosch, 257.
2Ibid., 253.
3These three episodes are what Flemming would label a "clustered" type-scene to
refer to a group o f scenes in a close narrative context. O n the contrary, the "singulative"
type-scene refers to a single scene described only once in a narrative context. See
Flemming, 38. The descriptions "clustered" and "singulative" were adopted from
Genette’s discussion o f narrative frequency. Genette, N arrative Discourse, 114.
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he receives the news of Absalom’s death.
In the Ark Narrative, hearing that Israel had been defeated, his sons were dead,
and the Ark had been taken, Eli falls from his seat, breaks his neck, and dies. Then the
narrator adds that Eli had judged Israel for forty years. It appears as if the Ark Narrative
provides a backdrop for the portrayal of David’s most grievous moment when he suffers
the dire consequences o f his poor judgments in dealing with Amnon and Absalom.
In the episode regarding Jonathan and Saul’s death, in the History o f David’s
Rise, a messenger appears on the scene in the same manner as in the Ark Narrative. The
messenger has fled from the battlefield with tom clothes. Both Eli and David anxiously
ask, “What is the news?” In both cases the messenger replies that the army fled, and
many fell, and significant others (i.e., the sons of Eli, and Jonathan and Saul) have been
killed. The two scenes presuppose stock elements underlying the narratives.
Not only are there parallels in this convention, but also shrewd variations. Eli
gives up the ghost the moment he receives the tragic news. One would expect a
comparable consequence in David’s case if the authorial intention was to recall Eli’s
death. On the contrary, David does not react with either joy or sadness when he hears that
Saul and Jonathan are dead and that Israel has lost the battle. Instead, David questions
the messenger, “How do you know that Saul and his son Jonathan are dead?” The
narrative deflects to the messenger. The narrator is able to modify the type-scene by
diverting the reader’s attention, not on the dead king, or even the prospective new king,
but to the messenger himself. O f course, the outcome was the execution o f the selfseeking Amalekite messenger for an act which he did not really perform. But the
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question still remains, Why would the narrator distract the audience from David’s
reaction to the messenger? The audience expects David to be either happy over Saul’s
death or sad over the conquests o f the Philistines.
Damrosch believes that the narrator, through his innovation, focuses on the fate o f
the Amalekite (who incidentally is a stranger and, therefore, does not understand the
sacredness of God’s selection o f the king) so as to portray him as a negative image o f
David. He allegedly kills Saul, expecting personal favor from the king-to-be. In stark
contrast, David feels a sense o f loss because of the death o f Saul and orders that the
Amalekite be executed. This exaggerated disparity o f the two characters facilitates the
exoneration o f David. Now, no accusations can be cast against David that he sought to
kill the Lord’s anointed.
In the case o f the news o f Absalom’s death in the Succession Narrative there is
also a modification o f the underlying form. In this instance, the scene seems to hark
back to the two previous narratives. Apparently the narrator wants to show David in a
good light in his reaction to Absalom’s death by shaping this scenario in the fashion o f
how he reacted to Saul’s death. The narrator produces a graphic detail of David’s
emotional response to the death o f his son. The purpose o f this type-scene was to acquit
David o f the indictment that he was partisan to the killing o f Absalom.1
Damrosch then makes a bold assertion that the type-scene in all three stories about
Samuel, Saul, and David functions as a “found” element in each narrative that guides the
dam rosch, 256.
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audience into the new history.1 This new history begins w ith the account o f Solomon’s
accession, which forms the culminating version o f the type-scene. When Solomon is
anointed as king by David, Adonijah, his main opponent, hears commotion in the city.
Noise echoes the sound o f battle. Adonijah asks from one Jonathan ben A biatharthe
meaning o f the tumult. He greets him as one who brings good news (1 Kgs 1:42). This
harks back to David’s words to the m essenger who came from the battle against Absalom
(2 Sam 18:27). However, Adonijah is w rong as David was w rong-right in spite o f
himself, as David was also.
Damrosch has demonstrated how the type-scene analysis o f three narratives o f the
Old Testament is beneficial and may even be indispensable for understanding and
interpreting another paradigmatic narrative. He also has shown how the author/narrator o f
a text could, in a deliberate ploy, modify the type-scene to bring about a certain
perspective on the part o f the reader.
The analyses o f type-scenes done by A lter and Damrosch are paradigmatic for
analyzing other type-scenes in biblical narratives. In their work, they gave attention to
key words, relationships between blocks o f material within stories or between stories, the
use o f dialogue in rendering narrative action, and the role o f the narrator who is both all
knowing and reliable.
Type-scene must not be confused with "genre" in form criticism. In biblical
lIbid„ 256-257.
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studies, form criticism probably comes nearest to the study o f conventions.1 Form critics
set out to find recurrent regular patterns elicited in literary convention, while ignoring
manifold variations. Form critics use form criticism to lend credence to the social
function and historical evolution o f the text A common criticism o f form criticism has
been that the study concentrates too much on the typical and, thereby, disregards the
individual demonstration o f genius in a work. Form critics’ main focus is to determine
the “literary type” represented in the biblical text-the generic form—with disproportionate
interest in authorial intention. Alter warns that we must be careful “not to relegate every
perceived recurrence in the text to the limbo o f duplicated sources or fixed folkloric
archetypes, but that we may begin to s e e . . . pronounced patterns . . . at certain narrative
junctures” that conform well with the literary convention.2
Scholars o f type-scene studies set out to find episodic situations composed o f a
typical set o f elements which serve to produce a meaningful pattern and which allow for
variation. Scholars o f type-scene studies use the study o f type-scene to demonstrate the
1Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 47.
2Ibid., 62. Culley and others who study oral narration attribute all apparent
duplication in the narratives to a duplication of sources, to a kind o f recurrent stammer in
the process o f transmission, whether oral or written. To illustrate, Culley uses examples
o f oral storytelling in Africa and the West Indies. As in the Bible, Culley argues, as a tale
is told over and over, changes occur in it, and even the identities o f its personages shift.
See Culley, Studies in the Structure o f Hebrew Narrative, 66-68. A closer look at
Culley’s schematic tables reveals more than a “random theory” o f varying episodes, but
unequivocally proves the point he denies, that the Bible narrators employed a deliberate
literary convention. Therefore, Alter is right to conclude that repetition in biblical
narrative is not a mere rerun o f stories, settings, and events. Narratorial convention
belies each biblical narrative. See Alter, The A rt o f Biblical Narrative, 50.
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literary authenticity o f the biblical narrative in its employment o f particular conventional
episodes.
Finally, type-scene must not be confused with the term "typology" or its study.
Typology is a study that deals with types: the type exists in the past and the anti-type in
the present, or the type exists in the present and the anti-type in the future.1 It supports
the theory that there is a meaning or a point to historical figures and events. Persons or
events reach their fulfilment in anti-typical persons and events. Typology in theological
circles is viewed from two positions: It may refer to the treatment o f Old Testament
figures and events as divinely preordained and predictive prefigurations o f New
Testament figures and events or it may be understood in terms o f historical
correspondences retrospectively recognized within the consistent redemptive activity o f
God. Later persons and events correspond to earlier persons and events and vice-versa.2

Components of Type-Scene
The main components o f the type-scene are key words, characters, motifs, and
themes. However, the study o f type-scene requires an interaction with other constants o f
narrative. Plot facilitates the workings of type-scenes. As an element in "story," plot
operates as a source from which the actual elements o f type-scene perform their roles.
Point o f view as an element in discourse is valuable for seeing how the authors/narrators
Northrop Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (New York: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1982), 80.
^ c h a r d M. Davidson, "Typology in Scripture: A Study o f Hermeneutical t u t t o s
Structure" (Ph. D. dissertation, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1981), 94.
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reach the mind o f their audiences through the type-scene convention. Plot and point o f
view stand in conjoint relationship with key words, characters, motifs, and theme in
narrative, providing the context for a type-scene construction, from which the
characteristics o f repetition and variation are actualized. These basic components and
characteristics will provide the outline for the following subsections.

Plot
Type-scenes found in narrative are evidence that they help to develop plot. Alter
demonstrates that the betrothal type-scene is a good example o f how the type-scene
serves to promote plot in narrative.1 He further notes that the individual application o f
the type-scene in the development of plot becomes interesting when a sudden tilt o f
innovation and refashioning o f the type-scene is done, resulting in the creation o f
imagination.2 Type-scenes in plot may be enacted in two m ajor ways. First, a single
type-scene may emanate its own definite plot bringing m eaning to an individual
pericope. Second, an individual type-scene may be seen as a causative agent in the
ongoing plot o f a larger narrative. In this instance, the type-scene lends meaning to the
plot o f the bigger narrative in context.
Every student o f literature claims to understand the term "plot," yet the responses
differ considerably. A consensus may be unreachable.

Aristotle defines plot as "the

deferring to the betrothal type-scene, Alter notes "the plot dramatically enacts the
coming together o f mutually unknown parties in the marriage." Alter, The Art o f B iblical
Narrative, 52.
2Ibid.
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arrangement o f incidents."1 Scholes and Kellogg see it as "the dynamic, sequential
element in narrative literature."2 Janette Oke places the emphasis on the characters in the
narrative and describes plot as "the interconnected series o f actions through which the
characters move by the will o f the writer."3 E. M. Forster views it as "a narrative of
events, the emphasis falling on causality."4 "A set o f rules that determines and sequences
events to cause a determinate affective response," is how Kieran Egan explains plot.5
Bar-Efrat regards it as "an organized and orderly system o f events, arranged in temporal
sequence."6 Brichto is comprehensive: "A series o f events (or two series o f events and
their convergence) in time and place [organized] in a way that suggests other meaningful
relationships (such as causality) between the events and the characters who figure in
them."7 For Abrams, the plot in a narrative is "the structure o f its actions, as these are
lAristotle Poetics, Introduction, Commentary and Appendixes by D. W. Lucas
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1968), 1450b. Aristotle renders this definition against the backdrop
o f the tragic drama, in which plot, or what he calls praxis and sometimes mythos, is "the
soul o f any literary work that was an imitation o f an action." Ibid.
2Scholes and Kellogg, 207. In reaction to Aristotle, they believe that "plot is not
the soul o f narrative, but the quality o f mind as expressed in the language o f
characterization, motivation, description, and commentary." Ibid., 239.
3Janette Oke, Reflections on the Christmas Story (Minneapolis: Bethany, 1994),
12 .

4E. M. Forster, Aspects o f the N ovel (New York: Penguin, 1962), 87. Though the
time-sequence is preserved, the sense o f causality overshadows it.
sKieran Egan, "What Is Plot?" New Literary H istory 9 (1978): 470.
6Bar-EfJat, 93.
7Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 8.
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ordered and rendered toward achieving particular emotional and artistic effects."1
From the foregoing definitions one can gather that the constants o f plot include
elements such as incidents, events, actions, and characters. The terms incidents, events,
and actions are used interchangeably to convey the same or approximate meaning.2 Plot
is "the indispensable skeleton which, fleshed out with character and incident, provides the
necessary clay into which life may be breathed."3 Some common characteristics o f plot
are sequence, causality, unity, and artistic and affective qualities.
A m ajor characteristic o f plot is commonly called "sequence o f action." Culley,
A bram s, A Glossary o f Literary Terms, 137. A reader is said to have reached a
state of equilibrium, a tranquility o f soul, where all passions have been spent, when a
narrative has a good plot.
2For example, Bar-Efrat indicates that the incidents are like building blocks or
individual units in the plot. The smallest narrative unit contains one incident. Several
small units create larger units called scenes and acts. An action occurs when the
character is the subject o f the incident and an event occurs when the character is the
object o f an incident. See Bar-Efrat, 93. Chatman supposes that "events are either
actions (acts) or happenings. Both are changes o f state. An action is a change of state
brought about by an agent or one that affects a patient. If the action is plot-significant, the
agent or patient is called a character.” Chatman, Story and Discourse, 44. Evidently,
action as performed by a character coincides with Bar-Efrat’s action. Tomashevsky and
other Russsian Formalist writers hold that “event” is synonymous with “motif.” See
Boris Tomashevsky, “Thematique,” in Theorie de la litterature, ed. Tsvetan Todorov
(Paris: Seuil, 1966), 269. The distinction between the concepts of “state” and “events,”
and between “happening events” and “action events” may be seen in Zelda Boyd and
Julian Boyd, “To Lose the Name of Action: The Semantics o f Action and Motion in
Tennyson’s Poetry,” A Journalfor Descriptive Poetics and Theory 2 (1977): 21-32.
They also differentiate “acts” from “actions.” The former is punctiliar action; the second
is durative. It is not feasible in this study to elaborate on the different usages,
approximations, and overlappings o f these terms.
3Scholes and Kellogg, 239. "Incident" in this context is understood in a general
way to also mean event or action.
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in his attempt to label the movement o f action in narrative, uses the term "action
sequence." This refers to "a movement within a story which goes from the arousal o f an
expectation to the fulfilment o f that expectation."1 Culley proposes two stages in the
sequence of action-the initial stage characterized by tension and the final stage
distinguished by resolution.2 He goes on to identify and illustrate nine examples of
"action sequence" under six headings,3 and suggests three combinations o r variations o f
"action sequences."4
Wendland advances the classic syntagmatic o r sequential development in the story
plot o f dramatic narrative under seven headings: setting, trigger, conflict, comment,
Pulley, Themes and Variation, 50.
2Ibid., 49. Others acknowledge this characteristic o f plot. Scholes and Kellogg
point out: “All plots depend on tension and resolution. In narrative the most common
plots are the biographical (birth to death) and the romantic (desire to consummation),
because these are the most obvious correlatives for the tension and resolution which plot
demands.” Scholes and Kellogg, 212. Oke notes: “Usually the plot involves a problem
and takes the characters through the conflict toward an agreeable solution. Each part o f
the action moves the story one step forward toward the climax or turning point.” Oke, 12.
3The sequences are as follows: Punishment: wrong/punished, injury/avenged;
Rescue: difficulty/rescued, difficulty/escaped; Achievement: desire/achieved, task/
accomplished; Reward: good deed/rewarded; Announcement: announcement/happened;
Prohibition: prohibition/transgressed. See Culley, Themes and Variation, 50-76.
4(a) Embedding: when one phase o f a sequence is itself a sequence, as in the case
o f Lot’s wife (Gen 19:17-26); (b) Adding: when one sequence is followed by another, so
that a story in which a sequence has come to an end may continue by moving into another
sequence, as in the story of the serpents in the wilderness (Num 21:4-9); (c) Concurrence:
when sequences run side-by-side in a story, as in the story o f Elijah and the sick boy (1
Kgs 17:17-24. See ibid., 78-79.
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confrontation, climax, and resolution.1 He also lists a num ber o f literary markers that
distinguish the sequence o f plot segments.2 Wendland has also perceptively observed that
a narrative may have the linear structure of an unfolding plot and at the same time
manifest a concentric pattern o f organization. The two structures-linear and
concentric-usually stand in relationship to each other. For instance, the narrative content
may stand in relation to the theological theme in the narrative.3
Another characteristic o f “sequence o f action” is the principle o f “cause and
effect.” Since Aristotle, there has been a strong consensus among literary analysts on the
notion that events in narrative are intrinsically correlative, enchaining, and entailing. The
sequence in plot-events, they argue, is not merely linear, but causative. This causation
may be overt or covert. In classical narratives, this chain formation is commonly seen.
Each event is linked to each other through a relationship o f cause and effect. The first
event in the plot has a cause-effect framework. That first effect in turn causes another
effect, then that effect causes a third effect, and so on, until the final effect is caused.
lWendland applied these components o f plot in dramatic narrative to the incident
where Jesus is an invited guest in Simon’s, the Pharisee, house in Luke 7:36-50. See
Wendland, 106.
2Ibid., 107.
3See ibid., 107-108, where Wendland exposes the concentric pattern o f the same
narrative. This kind o f symmetric plot structure was pursued earlier by Jebb, Boys, and
Forbes. See J. Jebb, Sacred Literature (London: Cadell and Davies, 1820); T. Boys,
Tactica Sacra (London: Hamilton, 1824); J. Forbes, The Sym m etrical Study o f Scripture
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1854). A scholar known for his contribution to symmetric
studies in the twentieth century is N. W. Lund. His work serves as a manual for the study
of chiastic structures in the New Testament. See N. W. Lund, Chiasmus in the New
Testament (Chapel Hill: University o f North Carolina Press, 1942).
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Chatman points out: “Narrative events have not only a logic of connection, but a
logic o f hierarchy. Some are more important than others. In the classical narrative, only
major events are part o f the chain or armature o f contingency. Minor events have a
different structure.”1 Barthes describes a major event as a noyau that advances the plot by
raising and satisfying questions.2 Chatman translates noyau as kernel, which is a
narrative moment that gives rise to cruxes in the direction taken by events. It is a node or
hinge in the structure, a branching point which forces movement into one of two (or
more) possible paths.3 In classical narratives proper interpretation of events at any given
point is a function o f the ability to follow these ongoing selections, to see later kernels as
consequences of earlier ones.4
Chatman labels the minor plot event as satellite. It is derived from the French
structuralist term, catalyse J The minor plot can be deleted without disturbing the logic of
the plot, although its omission will, o f course, impoverish the narrative aesthetically.
Satellites entail no choice, but are the workings-out o f the choices made at the kernel.
They necessarily imply the existence o f the kernel. Their function is to fill in, elaborate
‘Chatman, Story and Discourse, 53.
B arthes, 16.
3Chatman renders some examples: Huck Finn can stay home or go down the river;
Achilles can give up his girl or refuse. The three respondents can either accept the
invitation or reject it. Chatman, Story and Discourse, 53.
4Ibid.
5Ibid., 54.
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on, and complete the kernel; they form the flesh on the skeleton.1
So far plot has been seen in terms o f its story line. Genette points out that a
distinction must be made between the order o f events in the story plot and the order o f
events in the discourse.2 Genette demarcates the normal sequence o f events in narrative,
where the story and discourse share the same order (1, 2, 3, 4), from the non-sequential
order, which he calls “anachrony.” An anachrony can be classified under two labels:
flashback (analepse), where the discourse breaks the story flow to recall earlier events (2,
1,3,4), and the flash forward (prolepse), where the discourse leaps ahead, to events
subsequent to immediate events (1, 3, 2, 4).3
An interesting feature in plot is the element o f "suspense and surprise." A
distinction is normally made between suspense and surprise. Suspense has been defined
as:
uncertainty, often characterized by anxiety. Suspense is usually a curious mixture o f
pain and pleasure.. . . Most great art relies more heavily on suspense than on
surprise. One can rarely reread works depending on surprise; the surprise gone, the
interest is gone. Suspense is achieved in part by foreshadowing-hints of what is to
come.. . . Suspense is . . . related to tragic irony. The tragic character moves closer
and closer to his doom, and though he may be surprised by it, we are not; we are held
by suspense. If, in fact, he is suddenly and unexpectedly saved (as is a hero of a
‘Ibid. Chatman presents a convenient diagram to illustrate the relations of kernels
and satellites.
2Genette observes that while the discourse may have its events organized in any
order, the story-sequence must remain recognizable. The plot fails in unity if this is not
observed. See Genette, Narrative Discourse, 35.
3See Genette, Narrative Discourse, 33-85, for examples on how anachronies work
in narratives. They are utilized to great advantage in movies.
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melodrama), we feel cheated.1
Chatman explains the unique workings o f suspense and surprise in plot:
Suspense and surprise are complementary, not contradictory terms. The two can work
together in narratives in complex ways: a chain o f events may start out as a surprise,
work into a pattern of suspense, and then end with a ‘twist,’ that is, the frustration o f
the expected result—another surprise.2
The analysis o f plot may be done in two ways: a macro-structural analysis and a
micro-structural analysis.

A macro-structural approach treats the general designs o f

plot. It implies a plot-typology, in which plots group together according to structural
similarities.3 The micro-structure o f plot focuses on the formal nature o f the molecular
units, the principles o f their organization, including negative possibilities (antistories),
and their manifestations in actual media. In summary, micro-structure deals with how
individual pieces fit together.4
Aristotle based his macro-structural plot analysis upon the vicissitudes o f the
protagonist. He distinguished between the fatal or tragic plot and the fortunate or comic
1Sylvan Barnet, Morton Berman, and William Burto, A D ictionary o f Literary
Terms (London: Constable, 1969), 83-84.
2Chatman, Story and D iscourse, 60.
3Ibid., 84. Chatman argues that due to macro-structural theorists’ emphasis on the
content analysis rather than expression for plot criteria, macro-structural schemes are
highly speculative. The basis for his argument is that plot in macro-structures and
typologies depends upon an understanding of cultural codes, interplay with literary,
artistic, and ordinary life codes not readily available to the modem reader. Chatman, as
other narrative structuralists, is inclined to glorify and make indispensable the semiotic
aspect o f the text. This is overstating the issue, for there are antecedents in antiquity o f
plot structure based on "content" that markedly demonstrate definite, conventional plots.
4Ibid.
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plot. These plot lines, as Aristotle understood them, provided possibilities for three
distinct character roles which the protagonist could manifest: the unqualified good, the
unqualified evil, and the noble (somewhere in-between).1
Within the range o f three characterizations, Aristotle developed six types of
macro-structural plots. The first three fall under the category o f the fatal: (1) An
unqualifiedly good hero fails: this is shockingly incomprehensible, since it violates
probability; (2) a villainous protagonist fails; about his downfall we feel smug
satisfaction, since justice has been served; (3) a noble hero fails through miscalculation,
which arouses our pity and fear. The last three fall under the category of the fortunate: (1)
a villainous protagonist succeeds; but this causes us to feel disgust, because it violates our
sense o f probability; (2) an unqualifiedly good hero succeeds, causing us to feel moral
satisfaction; (3) a noble hero (like Orestes) miscalculates, but only temporarily, and his
ultimate vindication is satisfying-2
Some modem plot analysts are also worth noting.3 In his book, Anatomy o f
Criticism, Northrop Frye offers two main approaches. The first is a character-oriented
approach based on the notion o f “mode.” The basic tenet o f this type of plot is
determined by the conventional action exercised by the m ain characters in the narrative,
which tend to succeed one another in a historical sequence. His second approach
1Aristotle P oetics, 124, 127.
2These categorizations are adapted from O. B. Hardison, Jr., "A Commentary on
Aristotle’s Poetics," in A risto tle’s Poetics (London: Englewood Cliffs, 1968), 179-185.
3Aside from these, additional modem approaches may be found in Chatman, Story
and Discourse, 88.
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revolves around the theory o f mythos. He suggests four mythoi: comedy, romance,
tragedy, and iron satire. Each is divided into six phases, totaling twenty-four categories.
Ronald Crane proposes three categories o f plot: plots o f action, plots o f character,
and plots of thought. The first involves a change in the protagonist’s situation; the
second, a change in the protagonist’s moral character, and the third, a change in the
protagonist’s thoughts and feelings.1 Norman Friedman has arrived at fourteen categories
of plots. He advances admiration plots, maturing plots, education plots, action plots,
pathetic plots, tragic plots, sentimental plots, punitive plots, reform plots, testing plots,
degeneration plots, revelation plots, affective plots, and disillusionment plots.2
Kort delineates three kinds o f temporal plot patterns, which he says “constitute the
heritage o f the culture’s narrative tradition.” He describes them with musical terminlogy:
(1) rhythmic or cyclical: “emphasize return, favor the past and are most easily expanded
by natural metaphors,” (2) polyphonic: “patterned by the interaction of contemporary
figures and forces,” and (3) melodic: “The actualization o f a particular person’s or
group’s potential.” While the first two elaborate on social and political metaphors, the
third focuses on the future and is most favorably identified with psychological
implications. While all three patterns may be present in a given narrative, one of them is
usually dominant and more inclusive, and therefore carries more significance than the
•See Ronald S. Crane, Critics and Criticism (Chicago: University o f Chicago
Press, 1957), 66-67.
2See Norman Friedman, "Forms o f the Plot," Journal o f General Education 8
(1955): 241-253.
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other two.1
Three micro-structural models that have been applied to plot in biblical texts are
the symmetric, the syntactic, and semantic structures. Bishop Lowth, in the mid
eighteenth century, observed certain patterns o f symmetry in the arrangement o f words in
the Hebrew Bible.2 It is now widely accepted that ancient literature, including the Bible,
used symmetric organization in plot structure, sometimes in a rather baroque fashion. A
tool used today in discovering and studying symmetric structure is the linguistic density
plot.3
The concept o f the syntactic structure was developed by the Summer Institute o f
Linguistics.4 Syntactic structure involves the study o f how clauses (minimal paragraphs)
lKort, 16.
2Robert Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred P oetry o f the Hebrews, trans. G. Gregory
(London: Chadwick, 1847).
3In this study the number o f occurrences o f linguistic phenomena in a narrative
plot is depicted on a graph. This aids in understanding the surface structure o f a text.
Parunak experiments on the book o f Galatians w ith this approach. See H. Van Dyke
Parunak, "Dimensions o f Discourse Structure: A Multidimensional Analysis o f the
Components and Transitions o f Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians," in Linguistics a n d N ew
Testament Interpretation: Essays on Discourse Analysis, ed. David Allan Black,
Katharine Barnwell, and Stephen Levinsohn (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 210-212.
4See R. E. Longacre, An Anatomy o f Speech N otions (Lisse, Netherlands: Peter de
Ridder, 1976); idem, "An Apparatus for the Identification o f Paragraph Types," N otes on
Translation 15 (1980): 5-22; idem, Joseph: A Story o f D ivine Providence (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 1989); J. E. Grimes, The Thread o f Discourse (The Hague: Mouton, 1975);
J. Beekman and J. Callow, Translating the W ord o f G od (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1974). Mann and Thompson have even embarked upon the enviable task to develop a
computerized program that can reveal the coherence o f a text. See W. C. Mann and S. A.
Thompson, Rhetorical Structure Theory: A Theory o f Text Organization, ISI Reprint
Series (Marina del Rey: Information Sciences Institute); reprinted L. Polyani, ed., The
Structure o f Discourse (Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1987), 87-90.
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join into larger paragraphs, which in turn form still larger paragraphs. This process
continues up the hierarchy until the entire text is studied as a single paragraph. Lastly,
Parunak describes semantic structure as a type o f structure whose interest is in the world
o f the text, not in the text itself. The text’s world provides the semantics for the text.1
Plot, as may be percei ved, is important for the development o f narrative. Literary
critics have hypothesized several theories about plot. The narrative parables o f Jesus are
good examples o f the workings o f plot, using some measure o f these different
orientations and facets. In this research the dynamics o f plot that can be applied to the
parables is featured, showing how plot helps to facilitate the workings o f the banquet
type-scene in the parables o f Jesus.

Character and Characterization
A range o f meanings in an unabridged dictionary reflects the elasticity o f the term
“character.”2 In the Greek, the word xapaK'rqp has the dominant meaning o f “mark,” or
“disposition” (as a result of habit).3 Aristotle used the word qGos to describe character in
Parunak, 212-213. Beekman and Callow use this terminology to describe a
different type o f structure-the one Parunak calls syntactic structure. Semantic structuring
has its foundation in structuralism.
2W ebster's Encyclopedic Unabridged D ictionary (1996), s.v. "character." There
are no less than 23 meanings for the word "character.’
3See W alter Bauer, A Greek Lexicon o f the New Testament and O ther Early
Christian Literature (BAGD), 2nd ed., trans., rev., and aug. by William F. Amdt, F.
W ilbur Gingrich, and Frederick W. Danker (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press,
1979); G. W. H. Lampe, ed., A P atristic G reek Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1961);
Henry S. Liddel and Robert Scott, A G reek-English Lexicon, 9(h ed. (Oxford: Clarendon,
1940), s.v. "xapmcTnp."
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narrative.1 When used in the study o f literature, Brichto says "character" can stand for "a
trait or an aggregate o f traits, an individual distinguished for such trait or traits, or (in its
most neutral sense) a person represented in a drama or story, that is, a member of the cast,
one o f the dramatis personae."2 These designations o f character orient contemporary
approaches to the study o f character and characterization in narrative.
Characterization is an important component developed in the type-scene.
Different types o f characters portrayed in the type-scene help to advance the plot. Alter
demonstrates how characterization is produced in type-scenes with characters such as
Laban, Jacob and Rachel, and David.3 Characterization is also revealed in Damrosch’s
type-scene study with the feature o f three main characters: Samuel, Saul, and David.4
Characterization is sometimes produced in subtle ways. For instance, Damrosch
exaggerates the dissimilarity o f the characters o f David and the Amalekite who brought
the fatal news o f Saul’s death to show David’s character in a positive light.5
Characters are seen "primarily as autonomous beings with traits and even
personalities, or as plot functionaries with certain commissions or tasks to be fulfilled."6
1Aristotle The A rt o f Rhetoric, 143.
b rich to , Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 7.
3See Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 53, 55-56, 61.
4Damrosch, 250-260.
5Ibid., 255.
6Culpepper, Anatomy o f the Fourth Gospel, 102. Cf. Rhoads, 417-418.
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The first perspective is supported by Chatman,1 and the latter has been promoted by the
Russian formalists and some structuralists.2 While Chatman’s perspective m ay sound
attractive, it hinders the study o f parables and o f the Gospels as a whole. Most o f the
characters in the Gospels are mentioned briefly and they can hardly be described as
"autonomous beings." Frequently, in any single narratorial unit, one or two, o r at most
Whatman advocates an open theory o f character: “A viable theory o f character
should preserve openness and treat characters as autonomous beings, not as m ere plot
functions. It should argue that character is reconstructed by the audience from evidence
announced or implicit in an original construction and communicated by the discourse,
through whatever medium.” Chatman, Story and Discourse, 119. He argues for “a
conception of character as a paradigm of traits; ‘trait’ in the sense of ‘relatively stable or
abiding personal quality,’ recognizing that it may either unfold, that is, emerge earlier or
later in the course o f the story, or that it may disappear and replaced by another.” Ibid.,
126.
2Like Aristotle, the Russian formalists and some structuralists support the notion
that characters are products or derivatives o f plots. Characters are only secondary in
narrative and serve as mere functionaries o r participants and are not real beings.
Characters are not considered as characters in themselves, that is, as villains, ingenues,
ficelles, choral characters, nuntii, and others, but as components which contribute to the
parts of the plot and more broader to the whole narrative. Scholes and Kellogg, 204.
The important dimension o f characters in narrative is not who they are, but w hat they do.
See Propp, M orphology o f Folktale, 20; and Tomashevsky, 293. Cf. Todorov and
Barthes, who advocate a more open, character-oriented, psychological and afunctional
view of character. Tzvetan Todorov, The P oetics o f Prose, trans. Richard Howard
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1977), 66; Barthes, 256-259. Tomashevsky’s
extreme view that “the hero (as a character) is scarcely necessary to the story,” and that as
a system of motifs, the story can “entirely dispense with the hero and his characteristic
traits,” has come under severe criticism. See Tomashevy, 293. Cf. Barthes, 16. Barthes
characterizes the quest for traits of character as conjectural. In this pursuit he reckons that
one often invents “synonymic complexes] whose common nucleus,” leads away from
possibilities as discoursed in the narrative, “toward other related signifieds.”
Consequently, the reader is tempted into a “metonymic skid,” where “each synonym
[adds] to its neighbor some new trait, some new departure.” Ibid., 92. However,
Tomashevsky acknowledges that the audience or reader must interact with the interests
and dislikes of characters in narrative, since narrative works through the emotions and
moral senses. Tomashevsky, 293.
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three, operate as the main characters, who m ay properly be designated "autonomous
beings."1 The drawback o f Chatman’s definition is even more recognizable in the
narrative parables. Usually, there is one main character (a certain man, a king, etc.) or
two (the publican and the pharisee), or at m ost three (the father and the two sons). All
other characters are only what the literary critics call "flat" characters.2
Literary critics commonly identify two categories o f characters. The flat character
assumes a single quality or trait and does not stand out as an individual.3 Inversely, the
round character manifests a number o f traits and, as “real people,” may surprise us by the
things they do and say. They are more complex in temperament and motivation.4
LM ost o f the narratives in the Gospels suggest that Jesus is the central figure, the
"autonomous being," as it were.
2Scholes and Kellogg contend that characters in primitive stories (including
biblical narratives) are invariably "flat," "static," and quite "opaque." They posit that "the
very recurring epithets of formulaic narrative are signs o f flatness in characterization."
Scholes and Kellogg, 164, 166. Beilin accuses Scholes and Kellogg o f being inaccurate
in their description of primitive Hellenic and Hebraic literature; see Berlin, P oetics and
Interpretation o f Biblical Narrative, 23.
3"Flat" characters may also be called m inor participants by structuralists. M inor
participants are defined by their sudden appearance and disappearance in a story without
any formal introduction. They are referred to in full each time they enter or depart from
the story. Stephen H. Levinsohn, "Participant Reference in Koine Greek Narrative," in
Linguistics an d New Testament Interpretation: Essays on Discourse Analysis, ed. David
Allan Black, Katharine Barnwell, and Stephen Levinsohn (Nashville: Broadman, 1992),
32.
4See Forster, 73, 81; however, Forster treated the matter of characterization as a
matter of trivial significance. Cf. Berlin, P oetics and Interpretation o f B iblical
Narrative, 23; Sternberg, E xpositionalM odes a n d Temporal Ordering in Fiction, 138.
"Round" characters may also be labeled as m ajor participants. Major participants are
introduced formally in some way and typically are involved in a series o f events.
Levinsohn, 32.
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Chatman offers three criteria for distinguishing minor characters or participants in
narrative,1 and Levinsohn submits three typical ways in which major participants o f Koine
Greek narrative are introduced.2 Fowler demonstrates how “semantic features” (semic)
operate in deciphering particular characters.3
Abrams delineates a third category, which he describes as a mere functionary and
not characterized at all.4 Berlin renames the three categories o f characters. The round
character is described as “full-fledged,” the flat is called the “type,” and the functionary is
‘Chatman’s criteria also apply to "walk ons" or "extras" in cinematography. (I)
Biology: Chatman insists it makes no sense to treat ‘walk-ins’ as characters; (2) Identity
or Nomination: the mysterious property o f having a name. If the name is surrounded by
several traits. Chatman thinks this is debatable, for the fact that critical boundaries are
hard to define; (3) Importance to the Plot: Chatman believes this criterion seems most
plausible. See Chatman, Story and D iscourse, 139-140.
^Major participants may be presented in (1) a non-active way in a clause with a
non-event verb like elpl (it is common fo r this type of introduction to be followed by the
participant’s involvement in the event described in the next clause (e.g., Luke 15:1 l-12a);
and/or (2) with t i ? attributive to a noun phrase (e.g., Luke 15:11; Acts 9:10a. (Minor
participants may be used with r ig , but in this case it is not attributive to a noun phrase, as
in Acts 5:25); and (3) in an active way to an existing scene in connection with i8ou. In
this instance the participant may be introduced into the event line o f an episode (e.g.,
M att 2:1). Supernatural personages may appear as minor participants or as major
participants. They usually appear on the scene and act, then disappear, leaving the human
interactions to continue as in Acts 5:19. Levinsohn, 32-34.
3The approach is based on distinctive features in phonology and componential
semantic analysis. This semiotic approach uses influential methods o f analyzing the basic
dimensions of sounds and meanings, respectively, in a language. See Robert M. Fowler,
Linguistics and the Novel (London: Methuen, 1977), 36-38. Linguists offer introductory
discussions for the application o f this method o f characterization: Victoria Fromkin and
Robert Rodman, A n Introduction to Language, 2nd ed. (New York: Holt, Rhinehart and
Winston, 1978); D. Bolinger, A spects o f Language (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1981); idem, Language, the Loaded Weapon (London: Longman, 1980).
4Abrams, A Glossary o f Literary Terms, 21.
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labeled the “agent.”1 The three categories o f character may be found in biblical
narratives, and it is quite normal to have a person appearing as a round character in one
story, and then taking on the role of a flat or agent character in another.2
In addition to this general classification o f characters in narrative, scholars have
come up with more descriptive categories that interact more intimately with the plot of
narrative. In Morphology o f Folktale, Propp identifies seven basic types o f characters:
villain, donor/provider, hero (seeker o f victim), dispatcher, helper, princess (+ father),
false hero. An actual character may fill more than one character role, and by the same
token several actual characters may fill one role.3 Greimas identifies six roles
(characters) underlying all narratives. He describes these roles as “actants” which
comprise three pairs: giver/receiver; subject/object; helper/opponent.4
lBerlin, Poetics and Interpretation ofB iblical Narrative, 23. One o f Berlin’s
major focuses in biblical narrative is character. She identifies the types o f character that
can be seen in David’s wives and examines the major techniques which produce
characterization. Ibid., 23-42.
2Classic examples o f how these three categories function can be seen in the stories
about David. Berlin does an excellent analysis of characters like Michal, Bathsheba,
Abishag, Abigail, and of course, David. Ibid., 24-33.
3Propp, M orphology o f Folktale, 92.
4These roles are diagrammatically portrayed below:
sender (superhelper)- — -object
receiver
r

r
helper- - -su b ject- - -opponent
A typical fairytale may go something like this: A subject (hero) o f low estate is madly in
love with a charming, young princess (object), and seeks her hand in marriage. In his
grave plight, he is helped by a trusted friend or relative (helper), but this assistance is of
limited value in view of the intense struggles he undergoes because of his wicked
opponents (a wicked relative, or some ignoble suitor). But this crisis is only short lived,
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In his insightful study on parables, Blomberg discovered that the interpretation o f
the parables depends mainly on the understanding of “what a small handful o f characters,
actions, or symbols stand for and fitting the rest o f the story in with them.”1 From this
submission, we can deduce that, as far as Blomberg is concerned, the m ajor thematic
elements in the Gospel parable are to be found in the principal characters.2
Character types are portrayed with the use o f diverse techniques. From the
information provided in the discourse, the reader formulates an image o f a character in a
narrative. The reader makes inferences from the actions and statements o f the character,
and makes conclusions predicated upon statements and judgments made by the narrator
and other characters in the narrative. Some leading techniques used by Bible writers to
portray characters are description, inner life, speech and actions, and contrast.
Characterization in biblical narrative is normally achieved by a skillful combination o f
because the king, or God, or some person with magical powers (super-helper) steps in and
saves the day for him. See Greimas, 172-191. This six-role idea fits well the dramatis
personae in an advertisement for m ost modem advertisements.
lBlomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 55.
b lo m b e rg notes three basic classifications of parables: the one-point parable, the
two-point parable, and the three-point parable (also called the “monarchic parable”),
which is the most prevalent. Normally, the tripartite category features a central authority
figure, for example, a king, father, or judge, who must act in relation to a pair o f
subordinates. These two typically m anifest contrasting attributes and behavior, either
positive or negative with respect to the norm or message o f the story. O f course, a
parable may assume a more complex structure where there are more than three characters,
yet Blomberg argues that the triadic structure is almost always fixed In these instances,
the subordinates o f one category (good or bad) may number more than one but each
subordinate in that category exercises similar traits (e.g., the levite and the Pharisee in the
parable o f the Good Samaritan). The parable o f the Wicked Tenants is one o f the few
which flouts the triadic mode. Apparently, it has four points. For examples o f the simple
three-point parables, and the complex three-point parables, see Ibid., 171-288.
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several or all o f these techniques.1
It is typical of Bible writers to describe characters in terms o f status (king, servant,
widow, etc.), profession (sower, husbandman, shepherd, etc.), gentilic designation (Syrophoenician, Canaanite, Tarsan, etc.), or distinctive physical features (lame, small,
beautiful, etc.). However, physical features o f human beings are not usually described in
detail. It appears as if the Bible makes little attem pt to describe them in concrete,
corporeal terms.2
The inner life o f a Bible character is frequently revealed by describing the
thoughts, emotions, and motivations o f that character.3 Whereas the inner life and
‘See Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation o f B iblical Narrative, 41-42; Bar-Efrat,
109-110. A good example, where all the techniques are utilized, is Job 1.1-8.
2It is often said that the Bible seldom presents a detailed description o f characters.
Berlin suggests two major reasons for this paucity: “The ratio o f description in general to
action and dialogue is relatively low, and character tends to be subordinate to plot.”
Berlin, P oetics a nd Interpretation o f B iblical Narrative, 34. When a description o f a
character is rendered in a narrative, it is presented in a way that facilitates the plot. The
mention o f Zaccheus as being small and short is not merely descriptive, but lends a
certain drama to the plot o f the narrative. His shortness is presented vis-a-vis the big
crowd, and his climbing up a tree exaggerates Zaccheus’s strong desire to see Jesus.
Even the kind o f tree, the sycamore, is not without significance for the plot (Luke 19:4).
It is not without a sound reason that the woman who anointed Jesus had hair long enough
to dry her tears that fell upon his feet (Luke 7:38). And Jesus’ movements down the
mountain, into the plain, by the seaside, then in the sea, and finally to the other side
(Mark 3:13-4:41) are no mere happenstance. An exception might be in the Songs o f
Solomon, yet the descriptive imagery portrayed is basically for poetic effect and may not
be physically accurate. Ibid.
3Bar-Efrat and Sternberg cite a num ber o f examples of characters’ inner life.
See Bar-Efrat, 83-88; Meir Sternberg, “Delicate Balance in the Story o f the Rape o f
Dinah: Biblical Narrative and the Rhetoric o f the Narrative,” H asifrut 4 (1973): 193-231.
Scholes and Kellogg disagree, contending that the inward life o f characters in either
Hebraic or Hellenic literature is only assumed. See Scholes and Kellogg, 166.
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description of characters in biblical narrative are done by the narrator, and sometimes by
the words of other characters in the story, the speech and/or action o f the character says
more in terms of advancing the plot, or creating characterization.1 In the case o f the
parables, characterization normally is portrayed through the use o f showing rather than
telling. The Bible as a whole takes full advantage of this technique.2
Another technique which characterization applies in biblical narratives can be
seen in a writer’s formulation o f contrasts. Contrasts may be either implicit and subtle or
deliberate and sharp. Berlin identifies three types of contrasts: contrast with another
character (as with Nabal and Abigail, Esau and Jacob, and David and Uriah); contrast
with an earlier action o f the same character (the constantly shifting nature o f Judah and
Saul); and contrast with the expected norm (David kills twice as many as Saul, and
Tamar’s actions are in contrast to Judah’s).
Characterization in biblical narrative is still an ongoing study, and the different
categories used by different authors are by no means exhaustive. Its dominance in the
Whatman distinguishes several actions (including speeches) a character or
existent may perform: nonverbal acts, for instance, “Krystan kicked the ball”; speeches,
for example, “Krystan said, ‘I am hungry’,” or “Krystan said that he was hungry”;
thoughts or mental verbal articulations, like, “Krystal thought, ‘My time is up’” or
“Krystal thought that her time was up”; and feelings, perceptions, and sensations (these
are not articulated in words) - “Kryslene felt happy,” or “Dolly perceived Faz would give
her a surprise.” Chatman, Story and Discourse, 45.
^ o r e often, action and words combine to give a vivid portrait (e.g., Gen 25:2934), but at times, there are actions without words (e.g., Gen 22:3). "The ‘characters’
perspective’ differs from all the others-God’s, the narrator’s, the reader’s-in its
multiplicity. Each character observes the world from his own perspective. And it is their
divergence-in interest, interpretation, world view, scenario, hope and fear-that keeps the
action going, just as their convergence makes for its resolution.” Sternberg, The Poetics
o f B iblical Narrative, 172.
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study o f modem as well as ancient literature makes it perhaps the m ost familiar element
to the contemporary reader, for “character contributes fmages o f human life to a
narrative.”1 In the study o f type-scenes, characterization must be regarded, for, basically,
a type-scene is "more or less the same story often . . . told two o r three or more times
about different characters, o r sometimes even about the same character in different sets of
circumstances. "2

Setting
Setting may be described as the space in which characters exist and from which
they operate. From this deep, abstract, narrative level the character is portrayed. The
setting “is the place and collection o f objects ‘against which” the characters’ actions and
passions appropriately emerge.”3 It is “the background ° f the story; the place where the
action occurs.”4 Though less necessary in narrative than plot or character, the placing o f a
story in a suitable setting fosters psychological readability- Setting helps the reader to
have a sense o f bearing, to know the spatiotemporal circumstances—where and when a
thing happened. Readers want to follow a story in a systematic sequence o f events
involving change; they anticipate that those changes affect or involve characters with
lKort, 16.
2Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 49.
3Chatman, Story a nd Discourse, 138-139.
4Oke, 36.
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whom they can identify and sympathize. This is what setting does for healthy readers.1 It
serves to heighten a mood, accentuate a character, or forward an action.
Alter demonstrates how setting plays a vital role in the establishment o f the typescene. The setting o f an encounter at a well with a future bridegroom and an eligible girl
for marriage is indispensable for the development of the betrothal type-scene. The
setting, in this instance, has rich symbolism and is significant for the interpretation o f the
type-scene.2 A study o f setting is very important for a true appreciation o f the type-scenes
in the parables o f Jesus.
The relations that exist between setting on the one hand, and plot and character on
the other, can be revealing. Sometimes setting acts as a causal or effectual agent o f
behavior or action in a given scenario: it influences characterization. At other times, its
function is analogical. By analogical, I mean setting may act by way o f reinforcement and
symbolic congruence o f the character portrayed. In simple terms, setting can be portrayed
as a character o r characters in certain respects.

Leitworter, Motifs, and Theme
Through the play, interplay, and counterplay of Leitworter or “catchwords,” an
author/narrator can convey a predetermined theme to a text. Catchwords are usually used
^ h e reader must be careful not to overlook the descriptive detail or the absence of
it in biblical narratives. It is for a significant purpose that at a certain juncture a narrative
bears ornamental description, while in another scenario it is devoid o f it where it is most
expected. For example: Why is the peak in Moriah a two-days’ journey from Beersheba
(north or south?). O r why does God make his appearance in the garden o f Eden “at the
breezy time o f day?”
2Alter, The A rt o f Biblical Narrative, 52.
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in the repetitive mode. The semantic range o f a word is usually explored with nuances
deriving from its roots, synonyms, and antonyms. At times the use may even diverge into
phonetic relatives.1 A type-scene is not bound to any specific Leitworter, though
occasionally a recurrent term or phrase may help mark the presence o f a particular typescene, e.g., the annunciation o f the birth o f a hero, the betrothal at a well, and the trial in
the wilderness.2 In Hebrew poetry, a poet had at his disposal a stock o f word-pairs from
which he could draw.3 Those who composed poetry had access to a store o f poetic lines
and half lines.4 These techniques might be used to create Leitworter in type-scenes to
produce repetition and variation.
The word “theme” is used in diverse ways, which may be quite contradictory.
Scholes and Kellogg use theme synonymously with the technical term from Greek
rhetoric called topos. This term refers to a traditional image in an oral or written
narrative. It cannot be distinguished by formulas or syntactical arrangement o f words
used by a poet to forge his construct, but rather “on the basis o f the image to which the
lIbid., 95.
2Ibid., 96.
3E.g., death/Sheol in Ps 6:5. Notable examples o f word play in Hebrew poetry are
puns, hypocoristics, alliteration, onomatopoeia, double entendre, and oxymoron. See
Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f Biblical Poetics, 39.
4Culley has compiled some 175 formulas or formulaic systems from the Psalms.
For example, the supplicatory phrase: “incline thine ear to me” (Pss 31:2; 71:2; 102:2).
W ithin the formulaic system there could be variations such as “incline thine ear to my
cry” (Ps 88:2); “because he inclined his ear to me” (Ps 116:2); and “incline thy ear, O
Lord” (Ps 86:1). See Culley, Oral Form ulaic Language in the B iblical Psalms, 111-129.
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words refer.”1 Whenever topos refers to the external world, its meaning is “m otif’; when
it refers to the world o f disembodied ideas and concepts its meaning is “theme.”2
More specifically, the word "theme" usually means the “principal idea (or
theology) which governs the literary and rhetorical construction o f the book.”3 This idea
is “part o f the value-system o f the narrative-it may be moral, moral-psychological, legal,
political, historiosophical, theological-made evident in some recurring pattern."4 Theme
is often associated with one or more Leitworter and a motif.
Theme is “the message-sometimes overt, sometimes subtle-that the writer is
attempting to convey to the reader.”5 “The purpose of a story is to present this message as
clearly and effectively as possible so the reader will understand it and, perhaps, change
Scholes and Kellogg, 27. Topoi o f ancient oral narratives are easy to identify,
because given motif's and theme stand in constant association. However, in written
narrative, the conventional topos is subject to the poet’s manipulation. This sometimes
makes the thematic content o f topos o f ancient narrative difficult to analyze.
2Ibid. These two elements of “topos” can be illustrated by two examples
respectively: the hero’s descent into the underworld, which is historically durable; and the
search of wisdom or the harrowing o f hell, which is more subject to change or
replacement over time.
3Jean Delorme, "Intertextualities about Mark," in Intertextuality in B iblical
W ritings: Essays in Honour o fB a s van Iersel, ed. Sipke Draisma (Kampen, Germany: J.
H. Kok, 1989), 38. Lord defines “themes” of oral poetry as “groups o f ideas regularly
used in telling a tale in the formulaic style o f traditional song.” Albert B. Lord, The
Singer o f Tales (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960), 68.
4Alter, The A rt o f Biblical Narrative, 95. Alter gives some examples: the reversal
o f primogeniture in Genesis; obedience versus rebellion in the Wilderness stories,
knowledge in the Joseph story; exile and promised land, the rejection and election o f the
monarch in Samuel and Kings.
sOke, 18.
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his or her behavior as a result o f it.”1 The conventional nature o f type-scenes does allow
for thematic relevance in the contexts in w hich they are used. The type-scene offers
thematic clues to the direction which is to be taken in the larger progress o f the narrative
and its implicit values.2
There lies a marked distinction between m otif and theme. A m otif may be a
concrete image, sensory quality, an object o r action which recurs through a narrative,
while a theme conveys the idea o f a value recurrent in the narrative.3 Theme underlies
abstraction, while m otif is corporeal. Motifs can be associated with Leitworter. They
are of little or no significance i f they are not interpreted within a defining context. A
m otif is commonly used as a coherent device in a narrative plot, or simply as a symbolic
ingredient.4 Type-scenes occur when motifs and themes in narrative interact through
recurring patterns o f repetition with variation.

Narrator
The narrator is, according to Bar-Efrat, "an a priori category, as it were,
constituting the sole means by which we can understand the reality which exists within a
lIbid. W hile themes in narrative m ay be easily detected, the task o f identifying
and describing them in a systematic manner is a rather tedious and complex endeavor
which demands a great deal o f analytical acumen.
2Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 87.
3Ibid., 95.
4Alter gives some examples: fire in the Samson story, stones and the colors white
and red in the Jacob story, water in the Moses cycle, dreams, prisons and pits, and silver
in the Joseph story. Ibid.
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narrative."1 It is a term used as a rhetorical device to describe "the voice that tells the
story and speaks to the reader," says Culpepper? The reader o f a narrative does not have
direct access to the characters o f a narrative. The narrator’s role is to serve as mediator.
And so it is only through such phrases as, "And he answered and said" or "And she
cried," that the reader can gain an awareness o f characterization in narrative.3
The narrator’s relationship to the narrative is not comparable with the relationship
that exists between an artists and their artistry, or composers and their compositions. The
narrator is an intrinsic structural component o f the narrative. Although a narrator could
be conspicuous, for instance, when there is a first-person narrative, there are times when
the narrator’s position may not be obvious, especially to a careless reader.
In biblical narrative the narrator frequently appears to be omniscient.4 Narrators
are aware o f activities that take place in secret and in the most intimate situations. They
see covert actions and hear private conversations. They claim insight into the inner
thoughts and feelings o f the characters. Omniscient narrators exercise all the privileges
o f knowledge that transcend human limitations. They have open access to the minds o f
their dramatis personae. They are bold enough to enter into the mind o f God (“And he
‘Bar-Efrat, 13.
2Culpepper, Anatom y o f the Fourth Gospel, 16.
3The narrator normally speaks in the third person or first person. Using the third
person the narrator steps outside of the story. Sometimes a narrator may do this
temporally, spatially, and even ideologically, as in the case o f 1 Kgs 12:15.
4Omnipresence accompanies omniscience. A narrator could take the story in
several directions and different geographical locations.
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read their hearts,” “The Lord repented,” etc.). They enjoy the free movement in time
(present, past, and future) and in space, follow secret conversations, and shuttle between
simultaneous happenings (Jesus prays while the disciples are asleep) or between heaven
and earth.1
The narrator o f a literary work must not be confused with its author as a real
person. The author is not the same “person” or “voice” as the narrator.2 It is the author’s
prerogative to choose the type o f narratorial voice he thinks is best for his story. The
character and condition o f the narrator may be deciphered only from the internal evidence
of the work.3
Apart from the narrator, and different from the real author, is the “implied
author.”4 Dubbed as the “official scribe,”5 the author’s “second self,”6 or “the principle
that invented the narrator,”7 the implied author is implied in the narrative and must be
reconstructed by the reader. “Unlike the narrator, the implied author can tell us nothing.
Sternberg, The Poetics o f B iblical Narrative, 84.
2“The author is the creative artist who stands outside the creation for which he is
responsible.” Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f Biblical Poetics, 9.
3Paul Valery, Aesthetics (New York: Pantheon, 1964), 240. Cf. Walker Gibson,
"Authors, Speakers, Readers, Mock Readers," College English 11 (1950): 265-269;
Kathleen Tillotson, The Tale a n d the Teller (London: R. Hart-Davis, 1976), 22.
“This label was coined by Wayne Booth in 1961. See Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric
o f Fiction (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1961), 70.
5Ibid., 70-71.
6Tillotson revived the description. See Tillotson, 23.
1Chatman, Story and Discourse, 148.
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He. or better, it has no voice, no direct means o f communicating. It instructs us silently,
through the design o f the whole, with all the voices, by all means it has chosen to let us
learn.”1 Only by study and analysis can one discover the character o f the “implied
author.”2
As the narrator is differentiated from the author (real or implied), so the narratee3
is distinguished from the real or historical audience. The narratee and the real audience
may or may not coincide.4 Like the narrator, the narratee may materialize as a character.
The narratee-character is a device used by the implied author to inform the real reader
how to respond as implied reader. The narratee’s situation is similar to the narrator
^bid. The implied author is best appreciated when several works of the same real
author are compared. Each literary work carries a different implied author, as can be seen
in the books written by the apostle Paul. An implied author may be appreciated in a
literary work when it is written by a committee or a group o f people over a long period o f
time, or even guided by a computer. The point is that there is always an implied author
for every literary piece.
2Bar-Efrat, 14. The counterpart to the implied author is the “implied reader.” The
implied reader is not the actual reader, reading the material today, but the audience
presupposed in the narrative itself. The implied reader is forever present in any literary
work.
3The term "narratee" appears to have been first used by Gerald Prince. See Gerald
Prince, "Notes Towards a Categorization o f Fictional ‘Narratees’," Genre 4 (1971): 100105.
4Berlin considers the possibility o f an implied audience (the audience that the text
is addressing) as a counterpart to the implied author, but is dubious whether the narratee
differs from the implied audience in the biblical text. She thinks that even the difference
between the narrator and implied author thus becomes suspect. Berlin, Poetics a n d
Interpretation in B iblical Narrative, 52, 53.
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in that it ranges from a fully “characterized” individual to “no one.”1
To clarify the different facets o f the narrative communication, Chatman offers a
simple diagram:2
____________________ Narrative text____________ _________
D

a a

|

Author

Implied author —* (Narrator) —» (Narratee) —* Implied reader
v

|

In terms o f classifying narrators, Bar-Efrat identifies at least ten categories. Bar-Efrat
suggests that one determines these narrative modes by examining the viewpoints3 from
which the narrator observes the events and through which the relationship between him
and the narrative world is expressed. The many possibilities that are most germane to
biblical narrative are: (1) narrators who know everything about characters and narrators
whose knowledge is limited, (2) narrators who intrude into the story and narrators who
are silent, (3) narrators who relate from a remote perspective and narrators who are close
to events, (4) narrators who watch things from above and narrators who have a
participant’s viewpoint, (5) narrators who are neutral or objective and narrators who
Whatman, Story a n d D iscourse, 151. In modem fiction the narratee is sometimes
addressed as “you” or even “dear reader,” though at other times this person may not be
made so evident.
2Ibid. Chatman’s diagram suggests the immanence o f the implied author and
implied reader to the narrative, and the parenthetical nature o f the narrator and narratee.
The real author and the real reader, though indispensable to the whole process of
communication, are outside the narrative transaction. Ibid.
3Point of view or viewpoint is discussed at length in the subsection that follows.
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adopt a definite attitude.1
These ten distinctions represent extremes, but a narrator’s trait may be anywhere
on the continuum o f any two extremes and may be found in a variety o f combinations. A
specific type may not be consistent throughout a narrative. There is no reason why one
type o f narrator should dominate the narrative. One type may replace another as the real
author deems necessary. And if a narrator’s mode varies markedly, is still bound to be
discoverable.
Various narratorial strategies may be employed by an author for dramatic effect.
Two common ones are worth noting. The first is direct discourse. Direct discourse or
dialogue is the quintessential mode o f drama in any good narrative. “Free direct
discourse is the speech o f a character that in some way must be understood as being either
more or less than what the person portrayed as a character would have said in that
particular circumstance in real life.”2 The narrator’s deployment o f direct discourse and
dialogue in biblical narratives is artful and is never accidental or arbitrary.3
“Interior monologue,” notes Brichto, “like spoken dialogue, will similarly be
featured when the narrator wants to make a character’s motivation more specific, vivid,
^ar-E frat, 14-15.
b rich to , Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 12. When the Bible reader
senses the liberal use o f free direct discourse, there will be no doubt of the validity of its
use as a purposive literary device (its frequent use comes across as an idiosyncracy of
biblical art) or question regarding the authenticity o f its transmission.
3Alter dedicates an entire chapter to the significance o f direct discourse in
dialogue. See Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative, 63-87.
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and immediate.” 1 Sellew demonstrates the use o f monologue in six parables o f Luke’s
Gospel to produce dramatic effect.2 In Luke’s Gospel this device is used to portray
Jesus’ heroic virtues o f discernment and illumination.3 The different roles exercised and
various techniques employed by the narrator make it imperative that the narrator be
considered when analyzing type-scenes.

Point o f View
Point of view is perhaps the m ost difficult term in critical studies. As with any
other theory, a researcher has to encounter the many ambiguities, the vagueness, and the
metamorphic changes of terms passed down.4 The confusion lies in the area o f cognition
lBrichto, Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 11. This technique was used
long before the time of Jesus, employed in Greek mimetic literature, and more often in
epic poetry, tragedy, and Hellenistic novels. See George B. Walsh, "Surprised by Self:
Audible Thought in Hellenistic Poetry," C lassical Philology 85 (1990): 1-21. There is
always a subtle objective by the narrator. Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f Biblical
Poetics, 11.
2The Rich Farmer, the Unfaithful Servant, the Prodigal Son, the Crafty Steward,
the Unjust Judge, and the Owner o f the Vineyard. Sellew is convinced that this device is
used in narratives whenever a character in the story is “faced with a moment o f decision,
usually in a moral crisis.” Phillip Sellew, "Interior Monologue as a Narrative Device in
the Parables of Luke," Journal o f B iblical Literature 111 (Summer 1992): 239.
3Ibid., 252-253. Cf. Maren Niehoff, "Do Biblical Characters Talk to Themselves?
Narrative Modes o f Representing Inner Speech in Early Biblical Fiction," Journal o f
B iblical Literature 111 (Winter 1992): 577.
4Chatman has delineated three senses in which point o f view may be used:
(1) The literal: this is the perceptual point o f view which is perceived through a person’s
eyes; it describes an actual physical situation (e.g., From Krystan’s point o f view, on the
mango tree, he could see the airport). (2) The figurative: the point o f view which reveals
a person’s world view, attitude, and concepts; this may be called the conceptual point o f
view (Krystal said that from her point o f view Trinidad is the best place on earth). (3)
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and interest.1 As interest has developed, so has its complexity and fluidity. Different
types of points o f view and different systems have developed to distinguish them.
Broadly speaking, the term is used in literary criticism "to designate the position or
perspective from which a story is told."2 Point o f view, sometimes described as "voice,"
answers the fundamental question, Whose voice am I to understand is speaking to me in a
given line or lines? O r to put it more precisely, W ho is talking to me?3
Some literary critics see point o f view as a modem concept connected with the
study o f modem fiction.4 Point o f view, as a mode o f conveying perspective in modem
The transferred: this view is neither actual nor figurative. It describes a person’s interestadvantage or non-interest-disadvantage; it is the perspective o f someone’s benefit or loss,
well-being, or misfortune (To return to her beloved country was indeed a blessing from
Dolly’s point o f view). For the application of these three senses in biblical narrative, see
Berlin, Poetics a n d Interpretation o f Biblical Narrative, 47-55.
In the perceptual and conceptual points o f view, the action is seen from the
person’s perspective. The person is the subject o f the action. In the interest point o f view
the person’s action is seen by another’s perspective. The person is the object being seen.
Chatman, Story a n d Discourse, 151-152.
lKristin Morrison, "James’s and Lubbock’s Differing Points o f View,"
Nineteenth-Century Fiction 16 (1961): 245-256.
B erlin, P oetics and Interpretation o f B iblical Narrative, 46. Cf. Norman
Friedman, “Point o f View in Fiction,” 1160-1184; Fowler, A D ictionary o f M odem
Critical Terms, 149; S. Lanser, The Narrative A ct: P oint o f View in Prose Fiction-,
Holman and Harmon, 366-367; Abrams, A G lossary o f Literary Terms, 142-145.
3Brichto, Toward a Grammar o f B iblical Poetics, 9.
4Uspensky and Renoir defer, demonstrating that the origination o f point o f view is
not found in the realistic social and psychological novel, but is perspicuously evident in
relatively ancient texts. For a discussion o f point o f view in Russian literature and
Beowulf, respectively, see Boris Uspensky, A P oetic o f Composition (Berkeley:
University o f California Press, 1973), 171; and A. Renoir, “Point o f View and Design for
Terror,” Neuphilologische M itteilungen 63 (1962): 154-167.
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prose fiction, is also frequently found in the Bible.1 In biblical narrative it operates in an
oblique and unobtrusive way, yet plays a decisive role, as opposed to the more direct
approach seen in the Prophetic and Wisdom literature o f the Bible.2 Bar-Efrat outlines
the importance o f the study o f point o f view in biblical narrative.3 He notes that: (1) it
accords unity which involves diffuseness and variety as regards characters, events, places,
time. Aristotle called it "the fourth unity"; (2) it dictates what will be narrated and how;4
(3) it enhances the interest or suspense of the narrative; and (4) it influences the reader,
causing the assimilation o f the narrative’s own values and attitudes.
In a typical narrative there are three primary points o f views: those o f the narrator,
the characters (from each character, a different point o f view), and the audience. More
sophisticated narrative espouses a fourth point o f view, that o f the author, clearly
lAlter advocates that prose fiction is an appropriate model for analyzing biblical
narratives. Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 24. Culley makes point of view the focal
tool in the analysis o f the structure o f the Deuteronomistic history in Deut 18. Culley,
Themes and Variation, 3.
2Bar-Efrat, 16.
3Ibid., 15.
4Point o f view in biblical narratives is analogous to the narration in a film. The
narrator is the camera’s eye, and the reader “perceives” the story as the narrator presents
it. The biblical narrator is omniscient and he determines what his reader must see. The
narrator is very selective about what must be included and what must be excluded. The
narrator can zoom in on a character throughout a narrative or can, from a distance, shift
from one scene to another. The narrator can even oscillate from one scene to another.
For a classic example o f how the narrator does this, see Gen 22, the binding o f Isaac.
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distinguished from the narrator.1 Literary critics often refer to the narrator’s point o f view
as an omniscient point o f view.2 One may even go further to say that a narrator
potentially possesses a perceptual point o f view (using Chatman’s categories). The
narrator’s omniscience may lead anywhere and everywhere, sometimes even into the
thinking of the characters.
lScholes and Kellogg, 240. Uspensky did initial work in classifying several levels
o f point of view from an analysis o f the linguistic structure o f a text. (1) The Ideological
Level: the point of view from which the events of a narrative are judged or evaluated.
This level occurs when the author, the narrator, or one o f the characters approve or
disapprove of certain actions. In the Bible, this level is m ost prevalent, most often from
the narrator’s point o f view. However, there are times when this level springs from the
character’s point of view. This happens especially when the character is God. Whenever
this happens, the narrator’s point o f view coincides with that o f the character. See N.
Petersen, ‘“ Point of View’ in Mark’s Narrative,” Semeia 12 (1978): 107. (2) The
Phraseological Level: this has to do with the linguistic features in a discourse, indicating
whose point of view is being conveyed. (3) The Spatial and Temporal Levels: this refers
to the location in time and space of the narrator in relation to the narrative. The narrator,
in this instance, may tell the story as it happens or after the event. The narrator may stay
with one character or move from one character to another in the narrative. (4) The
Psychological Level: this refers to those viewpoints which are described or interpreted
behaviorally-intemal or external, subjective or objective. See Uspensky, 157-158.
2In an adroit shift the author may pose the narrator as omniscient-fully or
partially. The omniscient narrator can know about events taking place in different places
at the same time, and can even know the thoughts of individual characters. The narrator
may know what past conditions precipitated the present situation and what effect this will
have on future state of affairs. The narrator may analyze actions, extend motivation, and
even make judgments o f all types: aesthetic, moral, and pragmatic. However, the
narrator’s omniscience may be curtailed partially or fully by the author’s deliberate
denigration of the narrator’s reliability. An example o f this device is seen when the firstperson narrator impeaches himself or herself as a liar or sets himself or herself up as a
trustworthy reporter o f events. The reliability or unreliability o f the narrator is a shrewd
tactic used by an author and may cause misunderstanding by the reader. This artful move
in biblical narrative is normally used to provide the reader with the omniscient
perspective of God in relation to a character or characters or a part o f an action in the
story.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

138

The narrator’s point of view m ay also be described as external or internal.
Through the external the narrator is objective, looking at things as any person present
could. Through the internal, the narrator enters the mind o f the character and sees the
story from the character’s perspective. The narrator is then, as it were, a privileged
observer. In biblical narrative the narrator oscillates from the internal to the external.1
In the characters’ point o f view, the narrator speaks from the viewpoint o f a
character in the story. In this instance, the privilege o f omniscience is withheld, and
mode o f speech is in the first person. A character’s point o f view may be expressed either
by means o f direct speech or through the narrator’s words. In this situation, it may be
difficult to ascertain whether the viewpoint is that o f the narrator, the character, or
another character.2
lUspensky’s study o f internal and external points of view led him to distinguish
three types o f characters: (1) Characters who are never described internally, but always
originate from the point o f view o f an external observer (this is analogous to the “agent”
character). (2) Characters who are never described from the viewpoint o f an external
observer. (3) Characters who may be described either from their own point o f view or
from the point of view o f an observer.
Most of the biblical characters are presented through a combination o f these
internal and external viewpoints. A good instance o f this is in Gen 45:3. Uspensky, 97.
2Some indicators can help identify characters’ views: (1) Naming, the reference to
a character with the use o f words describing familial relationship (e.g., the constant use o f
“brother” and “sister” in the story of Tam ar and Amnon in 2 Sam 13. (2) Inner Life,
portraying the inner life o f the character. The character’s emotions and attitude where
thoughts, feelings, and inclinations are described. (3) The Term hinneh, known to
sometimes mark a character’s perception as distinct from the narrator. It m ust be noted,
however, that the presence o f hinneh in a sentence construction does not always indicate
point o f view. (4) Circumstantial Clauses, not only indicating synchroneity and
introducing new characters or episodes, but indicating point of view. This m ay be so,
even when a verb o f perception and/or hinneh is absent (e.g., 2 Sam 13:8; Esth 7:8). (5)
Direct Discourse and Narration, not only enhances the scenic nature of a narrative, but
communicates in the most striking way the internal psychological and ideological points

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f th e copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout perm ission.

139

Points o f view may constantly change in any given narrative (e.g., from internal to
external, and from temporal or spatial to another point o f view). Biblical narratives
constantly m ake use o f multiple points o f view. Multiple points o f view, by means o f
several compositional techniques, are able to present a discourse in a unified and multi
dimensional narrative, thus giving the narrative depth. Viewpoints may vie for validity,
and it is this striving that creates interest, irony, and ambiguity in biblical narrative.1 The
reader is given different viewpoints, in order to perceive the narrative from different
angles and to arrive at his o r her own point of view.2 Consequently, point o f view
o f view o f the characters in it. Rost discusses the “primacy o f dialogue” in biblical
narrative, and Alter points out “the subsidiary role o f narrative in comparison to direct
speech” and that “third person narration is frequently only a bridge between m uch larger
units o f direct speech.” See L. Rost, The Succession to the Throne o f David, Historic
Texts and Interpreters Series no. 1 (Sheffield: Almond, 1982), 16-21; Alter, The A rt o f
B iblical Narrative, 65. (6) Alternative Expressions, using alternative or synonymous
expressions to characterize a point o f view. An example o f this usage may be found in 2
Sam 6. A t other times a reverse order of terms is used. See Berlin, Poetics and
Interpretation o f Biblical Narrative, 59-73.
JCf. J. M. Lotman, The Structure o f the A rtistic Text (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1977), 341, 352.
M u ltip le points o f view are best illustrated by Berlin’s film analogy. She
compares how drama is presented in a theater and how the same play is produced for a
television screen. In the theater the viewer sees all o f the action from the same
perspective, whereas in the film version the story is filtered through the perspective o f the
camera’s eye. Spectators in a theater see all the actions in a given scene from where they
are seated. Their point o f view is limited in one sense to their seat, and completely
unrestrained in another. Spectators can focus on any section o f the stage, or for that
matter may even look abroad to any part o f the theater. Theater directors have developed
several techniques to control viewers’ perspective to certain parts o f action by having the
main character on center-stage, followed by a spotlight, and having more to perform, and
often being dressed more gaudily. On the other hand, the television viewer is forced to
see the actions in a scene from the camera’s perspective. The point o f view constantly
changes as the camera zooms in or widens its scope on a particular object or person, or
scene. As the camera shifts its perspective from one angle to another, so does the viewer.
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assumes a bridging function from narrative to interpretation.
Narrative discourse uses several techniques to reconcile the different viewpoints
o f characters and narrator in a unified presentation. Generally, the technique used to do
this is repetition, which takes different forms.1 Sometimes, the information repeated is
slight; at other times, it can be sweeping. The repeated information may be with or
without variation. Sometimes the same information is repeated twice consecutively or in
close proximity. Repetition may also send back the reader to a former scene after an
interlude.2 These modes o f repetition may sound redundant, but the discerning reader
captures the appearance o f another point of view, especially when a new character arrives
on the scene.3
Another technique employed by narrative composers to make varied literary
effects is to create disparity among three or four points o f view. This literary device
produces irony.4 There are two main types o f disparities in point of view: disparity
See Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation o f B iblical N arrative, 44-46.
'2 Sam 19 is a superlative example o f two forms o f repetition: one with minimal
change and the other with extensive change. This narrative is skillfully arranged in a
multi-dimensional construct that bares three points of view in addition to that of the
narrator. For further details, see Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation o f B iblical Narrative,
75.
2Judg 4:16, 22; Gen 37-39.
31 Kgs 1:15; 2 Sam 13:8.
4“Irony occurs when we speak from one point of view, but make an evaluation
from another point o f view; thus for irony the nonconcurrence on the different levels is a
necessary requirement.” Uspensky, 103. In Gen 22, Abraham speaks from one point o f
view; the reader sees from a different point o f view. Actually there is a double irony here.
Abraham is being ironic, because Isaac’s understanding o f the statement is different from
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between two characters, and disparity between narrator/reader and character.1 On a few
occasions in biblical narrative there occurs a kind o f disparity where the reader or narrator
lacks knowledge that only the character reveals.2
Understanding the different points o f view helps one to have a better appreciation
o f the beauty of a literary work. The type-scene affords the Bible student this experience.
The different points o f view and the various strategies employed by authors bring
additional insight to the interpretation o f type-scenes.

Characteristics of the Type-Scene
Two main characteristics o f the type scene are repetition, or redundancy,3 and
variation. Generically, variation is an integral and component part o f repetition. In fact,
there can be no genuine appreciation o f repetition unless repetition tolerates some degree
o f variation. In some way or another, all redundancies in literature have some form o f
variation, or else its repetitive force is sure to diminish, and we may not be able to
his. The reader finally perceives that Abraham himself did not fully understand what he
said.
lDisparity in points of view may be used even for comic or tragedy effect in
biblical narratives. See the story o f Esther: only the reader appreciates the comedy with
the turning of the tables for Ham an. Neither King Ahashaurus nor Ham an knew each
other’s point of views.
2See Jonah 4:2; The Parable o f the Rich Fool, Luke 12:16-21.
3The terms "repetition" and "redundancy" are used interchangeably by scholars.
For instance, see McMahan, 55; Esther H. Roshwalb, "cBuild-up and Climax’ in Ugaritic
Literature with Biblical Parallels and Its Bearing on Biblical Studies" (Ph.D. dissertation,
New York University, 1988), 4; Sternberg, The Poetics o f B iblical Narrative, 369. The
same understanding is adopted in this dissertation.
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distinguish between an original text and its repetition.1 Because o f its unique role in the
repetitive constructs o f ancient literature, variation is subsumed under a separate heading
in this study.

Repetition
Different explanations have been given for the workings o f repetition, and various
methods have been proposed to understand the principle underlying this technique. The
traditional approach embraces the view that repetition represents a literary convention.2
The source critics postulate that repetition was the result o f the combining o f different
sources by redactors.3 U sing Ugaritic texts as a backdrop fo r understanding repetition in
ancient texts, Roshwalb concludes that repetition with variation is characteristic of build
up and climax in biblical texts.4 More recent literary critics hold that repetitions are
Sternberg posits, "Strictly speaking, even verbatim repetition falls short of
reproduction." Sternberg, P oetics ofB iblical Narrative, 390. Cf. Peter Miscall, I
Samuel: A Literary R eading (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986), xxv.
2See Abraham ben M eir Ibn Ezra (1092-1167), The Com m entary o f Abraham Ibn
E zra on the Pentateuch, trans. Jay F. Shachter (Hoboken, N J: Ktav, 1986), Exod 20:1;
David Kimhi (1160-1235), The Commentary o f D avid K im hi on Genesis, ed. Louis
Finkelstein (New York: AM S, 1966), Gen 24:37; Umberto Cassuto, The Documentary
H ypothesis and the Composition o f the Pentateuch, trans. Israel Abrahams (Jerusalem:
The Magnes, 1961), 69-97.
3See Max L. Margolis, "Chapter HI: The Untraditional View," in The Scriptures
in the M aking, ed. Abigail Pearce (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society o f America,
1943), 36-53.
4Roshwalb, 164-165; Cf. Cyrus H. Gordon, "Build-Up and Climax," in Studies in
Bible and the Ancient N ear East, Sam uel E. Lowenstamm F estschrift, ed. Avisur Yitshak
and Blau Yehshua (Jerusalem. E. Rubenstein, 1978), 29-34.
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deliberate and functional in divulging information.1
Anderson recapitulates the functions of repetition: to highlight or draw attention;
to establish or fix information in the mind o f the implied reader; to emphasize
importance; to create expectations, increasing predictability and assent (anticipation); to
cause review and reassessment (retrospection); to unify disparate elements; to build
patterns o f association; or to draw contrast.2
Licht has advanced several uses o f repetition in Old Testament narratives:3 (1) to
impose clear formal patterns (Ahaziah; Samuel’s call; Samson and Delilah);4 (2) to
organize narratives by informal and less conspicuous patterns; (3) to achieve mimetic or
dramatic effects by the manipulation o f the cross references (story of Joseph: three pairs
T w o prominent critics who espouse this view are Alter, A rt o f Biblical Narrative,
88-113 and 131-154; Sternberg, Poetics o f Biblical Narrative, 365-440. Cf. Yair
Hoffman, "Between Conventionality and Strategy: On Repetition in Biblical Narrative,"
H asifrut 28 (1979): 89-99.
B ernhard Anderson, Understanding the O ld Testament (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1966), 44.
3Jacob Licht, Storytelling in the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1978), 87-88.
4In the Old Testament there is one full-scale story, entirely constructed upon the
device o f repetition o f a few elements; the account of the death o f King Ahaziah (2 Kgs
1:2-17). The repetitions are arranged in a pattern of AABBBA:
Short Introduction = vs. 2
A: First Statement o f Prophecy = vss. 3-4
A: Second Statement o f Prophecy = vss. 5-8
B: First Captain’s Mission = vss. 9-10
B: Second Captain’s Mission = vss. 11-12
B: Third Captain’s Mission = vss. 13-15
A: Third Statement o f Prophecy = vs. 16
Ending
Other instances are: the repeated command to Jonah to “arise go to Nineveh”; the story of
Balaam (Num 22-24) which follows an A+A+(BBB)A schema.
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o f dreams; wooing o f Rebecca);1 (4) to bring about local effects; the most frequent use.2
Repetition in speech or in writing is needed because o f the constant “noise” in the
external environment, sheer absentmindedness, the abstruseness o f accents,
mispronunciation, or penmanship, and the impotence o f language itself.
Sometimes one is left to wonder about the strange modes o f repetition found in
the Bible. Sometimes the text possesses such a network o f parallels and oppositions as to
couple the apparently dissimilar or even disjoin the apparently similar. At other times,
the text elaborates on symmetries already inherent in the plot.3 This network of repetition
in biblical narrative subsumes a wide range o f devices with varied functions. Repetition
may be found in information given by the narrator or by a character in direct discourse or
in several instances o f direct discourse/ Repetitive structuring may be detected in
devices ranging from small unitary elements to large composite ones-in Leitworter,
‘The function o f repetition in this instance is structural. The repetition gives
“body” or “weight” to the story filling out the story. Changing o f point o f views help the
author to repeat his information without monotonous repetition.
2A conspicuous word (motif) or short phrase (theme) may be used twice or several
times to underline a notion, to give some form to an otherwise loose stretch of narrative,
to put a part o f a story into brackets, or to reveal a theme. Repetition on a narrower scale
produces a rhetorical figure called a "tricolon." This is a repetition o f a syntactic figure
(not o f words), thrice in a single sentence, e.g., 1 Sam 1:8. It is almost a poetical rhythm.
Licht, 90.
3Stemberg, The Poetics o f Biblical Narrative, 367.
R epetition commonly occurs in two constructs: a situation where the narrator
narrates an incident where a character has participated, and the character in turn repeats
phrases from the original narration; or a circumstance where a speech is repeated during
a conversation with another character. See W. Baumgartner, "Ein Kapitel vom
herbraischen Erzahlungsstil," Eucharisterion: Forschungen zur Religion undLiteratur
desA lten undN euen Testaments 19 (1922): 150-155.
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doublets, themes, motifs, sequences o f action, and type-scenes.1
The simplest manner o f redundant writing or speaking is to repeat the same words
or phrases or sentences in the same manner expressed theretofore.2 This reduces the risk
o f the hearer or reader not listening or understanding w hat was just heard or read.3 In
addition to the simple word-for-word repetition, the Bible writers espouse several modes
o f repetition at the structural level. One o f the beauties o f oral narratives is found in the
threefold mode of repetition.4 The charm o f the recurrence resides in the third repetition.
Normally, the third repetition betrays the turning point o f the story. Not uncommon in
the Bible is the 3+1 structure o f repetition. In this fourfold structure a formula or incident
occurs three times with the decisive turn occurring in the fourth scenario.5
1Alter, The A rt o f B iblical Narrative, 95-96. O ther examples of repetitive devices
are symbol, imagery, and setting. See Carter and Heil, 59.
lite r a r y critics generally point out that verbatim repetition o f words, phrases, and
lengthy passages are characteristic o f the more ancient and primitive forms of narrative,
such as epic poems or folk tales. Licht, 62. Gunkel believes that the more advanced
narrative art underlines the important and impressive elements by treating them at length;
the more ancient art does it by repetition. Hermann Gunkel, Geschichten von Elisa
(Jerusalem: Hebrew University Press, 1973), 8.
3Simple repetition as found in biblical narratives is considered by some to be
boring and bothersome. Today, much ingenuity is laboriously exerted to disguise
repetition. And yet, in biblical narration, when the author leaves the repetitive pattern on
the surface, he is presenting to the reader in clear simple words the clarity of the structure.
4The underlying treatment o f repetition by ancient writers seems to indicate that
verbatim repetitions were used with discretion and some restraint, and that various
repeated motifs were combined to produce an interlocking pattern, consisting mostly o f
triads. See Licht, 74.
5Joseph Blenkinsopp, "Structure and Style in Judges 13-16," Journal o f B iblical
Literature 82 (1963): 65-76. An example is the quadruple call o f Samuel, 1 Sam 3:1-10.
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Another distinguishing trait of repetition in the Bible is found in the use o f
parallelism us} Parallelism can aid in understanding how a theme develops within a
narrative, what elements are repeated, and how new aspects o f a theme are related to
those introduced earlier.2 Parallelism is more than embellishments, as in Ps 1. Nor is
parallelism simply repetitious. “Almost invariably something is added,” writes
Muilenberg, “and it is precisely the combination o f what is added that makes of
parallelism the artistic form that it is.”3
Gradation is another form o f repetition used freely and to great advantage in the
Bible. It operates on the principle o f development o f repetition. Usually, it works with
three or four characters o r components in a narrative; the description o f each consecutive
lThere are six basic types:
(1) Synonymous parallelism: The second line o f a couplet more or less repeats the
thought of the first line in different words (Matt 6:10; Ps 51:1). (2) Antithetical
parallelism: The second line o f a couplet presents the opposite o f the thought in the first
(Prov 11:2; Luke 1:53). (3) Synthetic parallelism: The tw o lines o f couplet are only
loosely connected, the second line developing or completing the thought o f the first (Ps
27 :6; Rev 5 :9). (4) Emblem atic parallelism: One o f the lines presents as a simile the
thought in the other. (5) Stairlike parallelism: Part o f one line is repeated in the second,
but also developed further (Ps 29:1-2). (6) Introverted parallelism: The members of the
parallelism are in chiastic or inverted order (Ps 124:7; M ark 2:27).
The first three types were first described by Lowth. See Lowth, Lectures on the
Sacred Poetry o f the Hebrews. The last three were developed later to supplement them.
W hile categorization is useful because it points up relationships and verbal associations
for the reader, it should not be done rigidly and mechanically.
2Most o f the studies done in this area treat the poetic parts o f the Bible: Psalms,
Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes. Parables are no less amenable to such study.
3James Muilenberg, "A Study in Hebrew Rhetoric: Repetition and Style," Vetus
Testamentum Supplem ent 1 (1953): 98.
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character or component is repeated and developed w ith variation.1 Another interesting
area o f study with regard to repetition in narrative is highlighted by Hedrick. Hedrick
looked at that aspect o f poetics in parables which relates to assonance and consonance.
Assonance has to do with repetition o f similar vowel sounds in a unitary passage, and
consonance deals with repetition o f consonantal sounds.1 Parables are amenable to these
types o f repetition.

Variation
The Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp is perhaps the most famous and frequently
cited scholar on the subject o f repetition and variation in narrative.3 Albert Bates Lord
lA classic example is mentioned by Licht: the sending o f the captains in the
Ahaziah story (2 Kgs 1:2-17). The narrative mentions that three captains were sent, and
the sending of all three is described in similar words. Only the first two captains,
however, were disrespectful and consequently punished. But the last one behaved
differently. It follows then that the first two passages are closely parallel, though with a
slight difference; the last captain, though parallel to the first two, is freer. Clearly, the
pattern is variegated and graded, and the structure could be expressed by the formula (B 1
+ B2) + B3. Samson and Delilah is another example o f gradation in Judg 16:4-22. Three
unsuccessful attempts by Delilah are followed by a successful one. Each attempt becomes
freer and fuller. Licht expresses the pattern in the following formula: A, A, O, X + A.
See Licht, 57-58.
Hedrick, Parables as Poetic Fiction, 59-71. Hedrick, supporting Wilder,
distinguishes poetry from prose mainly by its rhythm, and in other instances, by the
different arrangement o f lines (Wilder, Early Chritian Rhetoric, 92). Aristotle used the
expression "periodic" style to describe a complete sentence (with either one or two
claus es-divided, opposed, or exactly balanced), distinct in its parts and easy to repeat in
one breath . . . when it is taken as a whole." Aristotle Rhetoric 3.9.5. These "periodic"
clauses, with their dominant element o f rhythm (and rhyme and balance), employ
repetitive devices such as assonance and consonance to create rhythmic effects.
3Propp made a collection of 115 Russian fairytales. He analyzed them by
searching for particular recurring elements and features that came up randomly and
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studied the characteristics o f repetition with variation in oral narrative. Lord opts to use
the term "multiformity" to designate the kind o f stability and variation characteristic o f
oral narrative.1 Northrop Frye studied repetition in the book o f Judges. He claims that
the narrative pattern in the book is U-shaped (apostasy, disaster and bondage, repentance,
deliverance), and is repeated with significant variation throughout the biblical narrative.2
From the consensus o f literary scholars it may be expedient to say that literary ingenuity
in the ancient world seems to lie in the ability to create “new variations o f the fixed
forms.”3
Repetition with variation may manifest itself in various forms o f physical
deviance. Sternberg outlines these variations and gives examples o f each: expansion or
addition (Gen 2:16-17; 3:2-3; 27:2-7); truncation or ellipsis (Exod 2:9; 1 Sam 3:9-10);
change of order (1 Sam 22:9-13; 1 Kgs 20:5-7); grammatical transformation (Gen 2:1-2;
1 Sam 30:1-3); substitution (Gen 37:29-30; 31:14-17)/
Each variation o f a type-scene, according to Hoppe, is "a literary creation in its
unpredictably. He concluded that all shared a single overall pattern, even though each
differed in varying degree from one another. The recurring elements he called
“constants,” and the random elements he called “variables.” See Propp, M orphology o f
Folktale, 21. Cf. Finnegan, Lim ba Stories and Story-Telling, 89-91; idem, Oral
Literature in Africa, 319.
lLord, The Singer o f Tales, 99-123.
2Frye, Anatom y o f Criticism, 169-171. Cf. Culley, Themes an d Variation, 77168.
3Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Isra el’s W orship (New York: Abingdon,
1962), 126.
4Stemberg, Poetics o f B iblical Narrative, 391-392.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

149

own right which the narrator formulated to fit a particular subject."1 Variation provides
new information which fosters development in type-scenes.2 The unexpected features in
a redundant pattern impel the reader to view the type-scene from more than one angle.3
They engage the reader who must account for them. This deviation from the expected
pattern mandates a constant evaluation o f the original and the repeated text, and forces the
reader to postpone tentative conclusions about the text until the entire text is perused.
This unpredictability creates suspense and interest. Suspense and interest in type-scenes
are made possible by the movement in variation,4 and through it, the stasis o f redundancy
is broken. Finally, variation, like repetition, may help to maintain unity within typescenes.5
‘Leslie J. Hoppe, "A Synopsis o f Robert A lter’s The A rt o f Biblical N arrative,"
Journal o f the Chicago Society o f B iblical Research 31 (1986): 9.
^Variation produces new or high information resulting in low predictability. This
is so because predictability is inversely proportional to information. Thus, a low
information factor produces a high predictability factor. See Susan Wittig, "Formulaic
Style and the Problem o f Redundancy," Centrum 1 (1973): 127.
3E. K. Brown, Rhythm in the N ovel (Toronto: University o f Toronto Press, 1950),
56.
4Culpepper, "Redundancy and the Implied Reader in Matthew," 2.
5Speaking o f the unity produced through variation, Sternberg comments on the
"wooing o f Rebekah" in Gen 24: "The variations in the passage . . . in wording, in
continuity, in specification
go to dramatize a single point." "Below the surface, . . .
all this formal variety combines into functional unity." Sternberg, Poetics o f B iblical
Narrative, 138.
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CHAPTER IV

BANQUETS AND BANQUET SCENES: IMAGES FROM
ANTIQUITY OUTSIDE OF THE PARABLES
OF JESUS

Imageries o f banquet scenes encompass such abroad gamut of geographical and
historical attestations that this survey cannot claim to be exhaustive. I have considered
the more important narratives and pictorial assemblages o f banquet scenes that are
available today. In seriatim, the scenes considered are Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian,
Assyrian, and Ugaritic texts. These are followed by Old Testament, Jewish
Intertestamental, Greco Roman, New Testament outside o f the parables, Early Christian
and Non-canonical, and finally, those from the Rabbinic corpus. These seem to be most
contemporaneous with the ones described in the parables o f Jesus. Whenever possible, a
relief or mural of the banquet scene under the pertinent section of study is displayed in the
text.

The Egyptian Banquet
The common people in the Old Egyptian Empire squatted for their meals.
Usually, two persons squatted before a six-inch-tall table, eating with hands from a heap
o f fruit, bread, and roast meat (preferably goose). Drinking bowls stood beneath the
table. During the era o f the New Empire the upper class preferred to sit on high,
150
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cushioned chairs and to be waited upon by male servants and female slaves, especially on
formal occasions. Water was poured over hands after eating was finished. A ju g was
typically present for this purpose.
In ancient Egypt, table decoration was a fine art. Large lotus flowers adorned the
dining tables o f banquet feasts, and under the New Empire the jars of wine and beer were
always garnished with covers o f embroidered work. Not only were the tables decorated,
but the guests at the banquet were adorned with sweet-smelling flowers and buds; “they
wore lotus buds in their hair, and held them out to each other to smell, just as the guests
amongst other nations pass glasses o f wine to each other at the present day.”1
Egyptian banquets portrayed many moods. They were mostly sponsored by the
wealthy. The more formal banquets were "many-sided affairs, ranging from gay
entertainments to occasional morbid ceremonies."2 Excessive drinking and gluttonous
eating were inevitable elements o f the evening. Charlatans and folk-tale tellers amused
the tipplers during the first round. As the evening dissipated and the mood got more
libertine, dancing girls in slow erotic moves or wild acrobatic stunts stupefied the hearts
1Adolf Erman, Life in Ancient Egypt, trans. H. M. Tirard (London: MacMillan,
1894), 191.
2Lionel Casson, A ncient Egypt: Great Ages o f M an (New York: Time, 1965),
112.
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o f the drunk. The feast was not complete without dance. Figure 1 shows a classic
example o f an Egyptian banquet scene.

Fig. 1. Banquet with musicians and dancing girls (Wall Picture from a Theban Tomb in
the British Musuem). Reprinted, by permission, from A dolf Erman, Life in A ncient
Egypt (London: Macmillan, 1894).

Public banquets were commonly held to celebrate the conquests o f the pharaohs.1
These banquets were officially announced by royal decrees. They could last for as long
‘Thutmose in hosted feasts in celebration o f his splendid conquests in Asia (these
may be seen on the K am ak temple on the back o f the south half o f Pylon VI). He
established fixed dates for three great “Feasts o f Victory”: the feast o f Amon, lasting five
days; the “Day-of-Bringing-in-the-God,” lasting five days; and “the Gift-of-Life,” lasting
also for five days. See J. H. Breasted, ed., A ncient Records o f Egypt, 5 vols. (Chicago:
University o f Chicago, 1906): 2:221, §550-552.
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as a week. Coronation o f a pharaoh was another occasion for banqueting.1 Funerary
banquet scenarios were also common in Egyptian culture.2 Whenever the opportunity
availed itself, an Egyptian had the liberty to arrange a "house of beer."3
From all appearances, the Egyptian banquet was a convivial occasion known for
its ostentation, uncontrolled passion, and excessive eating and drinking. It w as mainly
held for the celebration of attainments. A banquet feast could be public or private, and
essentially established the status o f the mighty who normally hosted it.
In summary, some basic features in the Egyptian banquet scene were washing and
serving by servants and slaves, squatting or sitting to dine, adorning o f guests, dancing
girls, wine or beer, charlatans jesting, and abundant food-meat, bread, and fruits. It
seems that in Egyptian society banquets were usually hosted by those who wished to
improve their political or social standing. Apparently, Egyptian women took full
advantage o f the banquet environment to demonstrate their beauty and standing in
society.
b re a ste d speaks about a royal feast hosted for the coronation o f Thutmose I.
Thutmose I issues a royal decree announcing his accession to Thure, the viceroy o f Nubia,
informing him o f his full titulary name to be used in the cultus and the oath. The decree
concludes with the date of the feast. See Breasted, 2:25, § 60. See also 2:179, §417 for a
feast for the coronation of Thutmose HI.
2See James B. Pritchard, ed., The A ncient Near East in Pictures R elating to the
O ld Testament (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954), 207-208, §633, 635,
636.
3That is a small banquet, if he was not content with the feasts instituted at the
great festivals. Ennan, 256.
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Mesopotamian Banquets
Banquets and banquet scenes from Mesopotamia are considered in this section.
These are grouped together because they originate from the same geographical region.
They are presented in chronological sequence: Sumerian, Akkadian, and Assyrian
banquets.

The Sumerian Banquet
According to cylinder seals and plaques o f figurative art o f Mesopotamia,
banquets appeared in vogue in the Early Dynastic II period, and reached their apex in the
Early Dynastic m period. During this time banquets also exhibited their greatest variety
in themes and composition.1 The dominant banquet theme reflected in the different
banquet scenes in the Mesopotamian period is still under debate. Several themes have
been posited. There is support for the New Years festival and sacred marriage theme,2 a
ceremony where women’s roles are prominent,3 a funerary theme,4 a plurality o f feasts,
‘See Frances Pinnock, "Considerations on the ‘Banquet Theme’ in the Figurative
Art o f Mesopotamia and Syria," in D rinking in A ncient Societies: History an d Culture o f
D rinks in Ancient N ear East, ed. Lucio Milano (Padua, Italy: Sargon, 1994), 15-26. In
the Early Dynastic n/IH and Akkadian periods, apparently, it was customary to have a
theme of administrative value attached to the cylinder seal, a theme of cultic value
associated with the votive plaque, and a theme o f palace milieus, in the inlays and
orthostats in palace reliefs.
2Anton Moortgat, The Art o f Ancient M esopotamia: The Classical A rt o f the Near
East (London: Phaidon, 1969), 29-30.
3P. R. S. Moorey, "What Do W e Know about the People Buried in the Royal
Cemetery?" Expedition 20 (1977): 24-40.
4Pritchard, The Ancient Near East in Pictures, 209, §637. This follows the normal
style o f a funerary banquet. A servant attends to a bearded figure with a fly whisk in
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particularly ceremonies,1 and so forth.
During the Early Dynastic periods, the banquet scenes depicted mythologicalcultic figures accompanied particularly by wild animals.2 It is not atypical to find herds
o f domestic animals as part o f the banquet procession, in addition to musical instruments,
dancing, and attendants with objects and vases. Figure 2 shows the “peace panel” o f the
so called Ur standard which consists o f three registers.3
It is not uncommon to find, especially on seals with two registers, a second
banquet scene, which though sim ilar in basic features, is usually different in som e ways.
Frequent additional motifs are vegetables or vases, the moon crescent, and scorpions or
stars. The scene is not a mere repetition, but a variation o f the first scene.4
hand. A musician plays on a stringed instrument. The figure has a cup in hand. Two
people drinking through tubes are also usually associated with a funerary banquet.
1P. Amiet, Laglyptique mesopotamienne archaique, 2nd rev. ed. (Paris: Editions
du Centre national de la reserche scientifique, 1980), 119.
2See the so-called “contest scenes” with eagles and lions: Pinnock, PI. nb-d
(Cylinder seal o f unknown provenance. London, BM 102509: Wiseman, W estern Asiatic
Seals, pi. 24b. ED HI; Cylinder seal from Ur [U. 14041]. Philadelphia, UM 31.17.17:
Wooley, UE n, pi. 195, 37. ED IH; Cylinder seal from unknown provenance. London, BM
89758: Wiseman, Western A siatic Seals, pi. 24f).
3In the upper panel a rather large figure, maybe the king, dunned in a flounced
skirt, is seated facing six other figures (presumably, guests who might be captains). Each
o f the guests has a cup in the right hand. There are at least three attendants: a lyrist, a
woman with black hair, and a server. In the two lower registers, food is brought in
abundance-animals and spoil, perhaps captured in warfare. Observe the bull led by two
men, three goats led by one man, a m an with four fish, and three men leading another
bull. In the lower register, a man carries a bundle on his shoulder, and a man leads four
donkeys, among other details.
4See ibid., PI. Ilf (Cylinder seal from Ur [U.10939]. London, BM 121544):
Wiseman, Western Asiatic Seals, pi. 25c).
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Some o f the motifs in the Sumerian panel are consonant with the Egyptian
pictorial scene. One o r more personages (o f different or o f the same sex) are sitting (in
the same direction), sometimes in the presence o f loaded tables, or in front o f big jars,
sometimes drinking from tubes, or they may hold a small cup in one hand. Servants are
present, who bring objects to the scene. Attendants provide service such as music and
dancing.

Fig. 2. Celebration o f a victory with music and feasting. Reprinted, by permission,
from James B. Pritchard, ed., The Ancient N ear E ast in Pictures R elating to the O ld
Testament (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954), 97, § 304.

Although the typical banquet scene is essentially the same in terms o f basic
banquet elements, there are noticeable differences between the Sumerian and Egyptian
banquets. Sumerians appear to have a greater proclivity for variation. Their banquets
carry a greater variety o f themes, such as a military theme, a libation, celebration o f
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victory or coronation (as the Egyptian), an inauguration o f a building, a funeral, or a
plurality o f themes. Even in the banquet mural shown, the last register reveals a high
consciousness for variation. The Sumerian banquet has an added feature o f animals.
Two hymns found in Sumerian texts record banquet scenes. In “The Hymn to the
Temple o f Enki in Eridu,” Enki travels to Nippur to celebrate the construction o f the
temple E-engurra. There he hopes to win the favor o f the god, Enlil, by preparing a great
banquet for him and other gods. The gods sit in ranking order:
In the shrine Nippur, Enki prepared a banquet for his father Enlil
An sat at the ‘place o f honor/
Enlil was next to An
Nintu sat at the ‘big side’ (of the table)
The Anunna seated themselves at their places.1
In the second hymn, “The Installation of Ningirsu o f Lagash,” Gudea celebrates
the reconstruction o f the E-ninnu shrine for Ningirsu in Lagash. Gudea prepares an
exquisite banquet to welcome Ningirsu’s return from Enki in Eridu. He, too, invites the
gods. An, Enlil, and Ninmah are seated in places o f honor:
For Ningirsu he (Gudea) prepared a fine banquet.
An sat at the ‘big side.’
Next to An was Enlil,
Next to Enlil was Ninmah.2
These two banquets were hosted by important characters. They celebrated temple
lA. J. Farrara and S. B. Parker, "Seating Arrangements at Divine Banquets,"
Ulster Folklife 4 (1972): 38-39, making reference to O xford Editions o f Cunieform Texts,
I.iv.5-10.
C arrara and Parker, 38-39, making reference to Gudea Cylinder B XIX 17-21.
See also Samuel Noah Kramer, "The Temple in Sumerian Literature," in Temple in
Society, ed. Michael V. Fox (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1988), 5.
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building projects. Seating arrangements were carefully laid out as to make sure the chief
guest was honored.
In another Sumerian text composed about B.C.E. 2000, an aspiring young scribe
convinced his father to invite his teacher for dinner. The teacher was offered the “big
chair” during the meal and was given exceptional treatment:
Pour for him irda-dA, bring it to the table for him.
Make fragrant oil flow like water on his stomach (and) back;
I want to dress him in a garment, give him some extra salary, put a ring on his hand.1
After the meal, the teacher changed his disapproving opinion o f the student.2
In the three texts an important figure prepares a banquet. There exists a patronclient relation in the narratives.3 In all the cases the host or the one he represents seeks to
win a favor, either fo r himself, or for the one for whom he advocates. In each instance,
the chief guest is seated in a place of honor, while the other invitees are positioned in
ranking order. In the account of the school boy, apart from the meal, the motifs o f oil,
change of garment, extra salary, and a ring on the hand are specifically mentioned.
1Samuel Noah Kramer, Sumerian M ythology: A Study o f Spiritual and Literary
Achievement in the Third M illennium B.C., rev. ed. (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1972), 237. See also, idem, School D ays: A Sumerian Composition
Relating to the Education o f a Scribe (Philadelphia: University o f Pennsylvania Press,
1950). See also the parable o f the Prodigal Son, Luke 15:11-32.
2Kramer, Sum erian M ythology, 237.
3People in the ancient world were constantly seeking patrons and clients in order
to secure a safe and steady supply o f limited goods o f life. Patrons often distributed food
to clients and expected public praise in return. For further details, see Jerome H. Neyrey,
"Meals, Food, and Table Fellowship," in The Social Sciences an d New Testament
Interpretation, ed. Richard Rohrbaugh (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 174. See
also Bruce Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social Science Commentary on the
Synoptic Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 74-76.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

159
The Akkadian Banquet
A surviving text from ancient Mesopotamia, which has received extensive
recognition, is the Enuma Elish. In it Marduk prepares a banquet in celebration o f the
building o f the city Babylon and his magnificent palace, Esagila. In Tablet VI, Marduk is
depicted as:
The lord being on the lofty dais which they had built as his abode,
The gods, his fathers at his banquet he seated:
“This Babylon, the place that is your home*
M ake merry in its precincts, occupy its broad [places].”
The great gods took their seats,
They set up festive drink, sat down to a banquet.1
Marduk is the important figure in this account, hosting a banquet for the gods o f
honor. The importance o f the seating arrangement is highlighted thrice in this narrative.
No doubt, Marduk is indulging the gods, asking for some favor. This patron-client
relationship is prominent in the Sumerian texts. In the first line there is an inference that
Marduk himself is elevated. Merriment and festivity are dominant themes. This banquet
commemorates a building project.

The Assyrian Banquet
In the Neo-Assryrian period an archaic banquet scene is attested in glyptics. In
these, a royal personage is represented either sitting or holding a cup in his hand, or even
standing, holding a cup in one hand and a bow or staff in the other. He is usually placed
in front of a full table or a stand with a jar. On the other side there is a standing attendant
Barnes B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the O ld
Testament, 2d ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1955), 69 (Tablet VI, lines
70-75).
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who holds a whisk or fan.1 This suggests a libation setting, and not a full-fledged
banquet. These are attested in the reliefs o f Ashumasirpal II in the North-West Palace at
Nimrud.2
A genuine banquet relief can be seen in the North Palace at Nineveh. It
is commonly known as the banquet o f Ashurbanipal, as indicated in figure 3.

Fig. 3. King Ashurbanipal and his queen feasting in their garden, attended by servants
and musicians, on a relief from Nineveh. Reprinted, by permission, from James B.
Pritchard, ed., The A ncient N ear E ast in Pictures Relating to the O ld Testament
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954), 155, §451.

King Ashurbanipal is seen reclining on a high couch while he drinks from a bowl
‘Ibid., PI. Ilg (Cylinder seal form Tell el-Rimah [TR. 4416] Baghdad, IM 70492:
Parker, Iraq 37 [1975] pi. XV, 49, Late Assyrian).
2Pinnock, 17.
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and holds a blossom in his left hand. Jean-Marie Dentzer points out that this is the first
incidence for the “reclining” banquet, as opposed to the more common “seated” posture,
evidenced until that time. She also notes that the posture becomes more complicated by
the time this practice turned into the Greek symposium.1 At the foot o f the couch sits the
queen (apparently, women sat in the lower position). Attendants play music, sing, dance,
whisk flies, and serve food. In the scene can be seen all types o f verdure, with birds
perched, and the head of a man, probably that o f Te-umman, king o f Elam.
In 1951 a sandstone block with an inscription o f an unusual arrangement was
discovered next to the doorway o f the throne room in the palace o f Ashumasirpal II (883859 B.C.E.) in Calah. The account recounts the victories o f king Ashumasirpal, and
especially the conquest of the city o f Calah, his rebuilding o f it, and its royal garden. The
final aspect o f the inscription deals with a description of a banquet that celebrated the
inauguration o f the royal palace. King Ashumasirpal invites the god Ashur, the great
lord, and the gods o f his entire country to this gargantuan dinner, which lasted for ten
days. The banquet menu is described in full detail, and the total number o f guests
entertained was 69,574. In the final sentence, the author ensures that the reader
understands that the king provided the guests with means to clean and anoint themselves,
and that they returned healthy and happy to their own countries.2
lJean-Marie Dentzer, "L’iconographie iranienne du souverain couche et le motif
du banquet," Annales Archeologiques Syriennes 21 (1971): 40, 44-46.
^ o r a full layout of the inscription, see James B. Pritchard, ed., The Ancient Near
East: A New Anthology o f Texts an d Pictures, vol. 2 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1975), 99-104.
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From the above banquet scenes a few conclusions may be drawn. The constants
o f music, song, and dance are an integral aspect of the Assyrian banquet. As in the
previous banquets, an important figure (a king) hosts the Assyrian banquet. He invites
guests. Like the Sumerian banquet, the relief o f Ashurbanipal’s banquet depicts animals,
and the cup m otif is given some prominence. From the available evidence it seems that
the reclining position for dining came into existence under the Assyrian sovereignty.
Assyrian banquets seem to be held for different occasions as were the Sumerian banquets.
Ashumasirpal’s banquet seems to be unique in two w ays-its grandness and the emphasis
on the king’s provision o f means so his guests could clean and anoint themselves. The
narrative ends as a typical good story, where everyone went his way healthy and happy.

Banquets in Ugaritic Texts
Banquet feasts played a significant role in Ugaritic mythology. An interesting
banquet scene is depicted in the palace o f ’£l:
’El prepared game in his house,
Food in his palace.
He summoned the gods to dine.
The gods ate and drank,
They drank wi[ne] until satiated,
New wine till drunk.1
This banquet is prepared for a divine assembly o f the gods. Invitations are sent out.
lManfried Dietrich, Oswald Loretz, and Joaquin Sanmartin, The Ctmieform
Alphabetic Textsfro m Ugaritic: Ras Ibrt H ani and Other Places (Munster: Ugarit Verlag,
1995), 1.114.1-4.
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There are food and drink in abundance. ’El, himself, presides over this banquet.1
In another scene, a feast is ordered at the start o f the building of BaT’s temple and
at the end o f its construction. BaT invites as his chief guest o f honor, Kothar-wa-Hasis,
the god who helped him to defeat his adversary, Yamm. H e also invites a pantheon o f
gods to the celebration. The text is as follows:
Afterwards Kothar-wa-Hasis arrived;
they set an ox before him,
a fatling too in front o f him;
They made ready a seat and he was seated
on the right hand o f mightiest BaT
while [the gods] ate and drank.2
Again, an abundant supply o f food (flesh) is presented before the guest of honor. The
guest of honor is given the seat o f honor, on the right side o f the host.3
A brief background to the next banquet scenario will provide a context for
understanding its significance. The saga o f K eret is a royal epic which shows King
Keret’s surmounting o f difficulties in establishing his dynasty. This story is analogous to
the epics o f Homer and early narratives of the Bible. It begins with the destruction o f
^ o r more discussion on this text see, E. T. Mullen, Jr., The Divine Council in
Ccmacmite and Early H ebrew Literature, Harvard Semitic Monographs, 24 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), 261-267.
2Dietrich, Loretz, and Sanmartin, 1.4.V.44-48. For the feast following the
construction, see 1.4.VL. 16-59.
3Though there are some affinities to the banquet described in Isa 25:6-10, there are
also some marked differences. While BaT invites an array o f gods, Yahweh invites all
peoples. Yahweh, the divine one, prepares the meal himself, and mortal beings receive
the high status o f honored guests. The best portions are not reserved for the host,
Yahweh himself, but, rather, Yahweh serves the best portions to all the people. See
comment on Isa 25:6-10a in sub-section, "The Eschatological Banquet," below.
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Keret’s house. Keret loses all his children and his wife disappears. Heartbroken and
distraught, Keret resorts to the god El, the head o f the pantheon, for help. Following El’s
orders, Keret wins back his estranged wife and regains his progeny. Not long after,
misfortune befalls Keret a second time. He failed to fulfil his vow to the goddess
Asherah, and as a result, he suffers a life-threatening sickness. Furthermore, his impious
son, Yasib, is bent on usurping his father’s throne.
And so the grievously ill Keret commands his wife, Hurrai, to prepare a feast for
the "bulls" and "gazelles" o f Hbr,1 to help him recover from the disease that Asherah has
brought on him. Hurrai follows her husband’s instructions, and prepares a great banquet
for the Lords o f H br (128: IV: 1-28):
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)

[He sets his] fe[et on the footstool]
Aloud [he shouts] to [his wife]:
"Hear, [O Lady Hurrai]!
Slaughter the sle[ekest] o f thy fatlings!
Open [fla]gons o f wine!
Invite my seventy bulls
My eighty [ga]zelles
The bulls o f [Gre]at H br
O f [Little] Hbr.
(four lines broken [maybe Keret continues his speech?])

(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)

Lady Hurrai hearkens.
She slaughters the sleekest o f her [failings
She opens flagons o f wine
Into his presence she ushers his bulls
Into his presence she ushers his gazelles

‘"Bulls" and "gazelles" are probably grandees and magicians from the city-state o f
Hbr, somewhere in the region o f Syria-Palestine. See Cyrus H. Gordon, "Poetic Legends
and Myths from U garit," Berytus 25 (1977): 34, 49.
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(19)
(20)
(21)
(22)
(23)
(24)
(25)
(26
(27)
(28)

The bulls o f Great H br
O f Little Hbr.
They enter the house o f Keret
To [his] dwelling [they come]
They proceed to the . . . .
She stretches a hand into the bowl
A knife she puts into the meat.
And Lady Hurrai announces:
"I have invited you [to ea]t, to drink
Keret, your lord, [has a feast]."
(twenty lines broken)

The surviving text reveals the following sequence o f actions: the king instructs the
queen to prepare a feast, the king instructs the queen to invite the guests, the queen
prepares the feast, the queen ushers the guests in, the guests enter the house, the guests
partake(?), the queen starts dividing the meat, the queen addresses the guests (and perhaps
explains the purpose o f the feast).
The following text (128:V:6-29) suggests that Hurrai prepared a second feast:
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)
01)
(12)
(13)
(14)
(15)
(16)

[
] dwelling [
]
She [stret]ches a hand into the bowl
She puts a [knife into] the mea[t]
[And] Lady Hurrai [announces]:
"I have invited you [to ea]t, to drink
[
] bless [
]
Ye shall weep [over] Keret.
[Even as] the bulls had said
[
] the dead, ye shall weep
[
] and in the heart ye shall bu\ry\
[
] dead, finger[s
]."

In this surviving text there appears to be a repetition o f some elements of the banquet
scene with some variation: (1) the guests enter the dwelling (?) (2) the queen starts
dividing the meat while, (3) the queen addresses the guests (and perhaps explains the
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purpose o f the feast). In addition, the queen calls on the guests to bless and weep (over
Keret).
In the next twelve lines, the impending death o f Keret is announced together with
the news that Yasib, his son, will soon rule. After a break o f about eighteen lines, hope
for Keret is somehow rekindled, as a vision is received- So the banqueting continues
(128: VI:l-8).
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)

"Hear, O [
] .....................[ ] - - They are still [eatinjg (and) drinking
And Lady Hurrai announces:
"I have invited you to e[a]t and to dr[ink]
[Keret], your lord, [has] a fea[st]."
Into the presence o f Keret they come
As the bulls had said
They spoke in a vision [
] Keret
(rest broken)

In this third fragment o f text pertaining to the banquet there is another announcement by
Keret’s wife about the purpose o f the invitation, and the mention o f a vision.
In this text there are recurring motifs: the invitation m otif is repeated three times,
perhaps to three different groups o f guests.1 There is repeated mention o f fatlings and
wine.2 There are also sim ilar plot sequences, each with a variation to create suspense and
advance the plot. They share all the same characters-Keret, Hurrai, bulls, and gazelles
(except in the last episode). These three episodes reveal a miniature type-scene situation.
lSee H. L. Ginsberg, The Legend o fK in g K eret: A Canaanite Epic o f the Bronze
Age, Basor Supplementary Studies 2-3 (New Haven, CT: American Schools o f Oriental
Research, 1946), 9.
2Cf. Isa 25:6.
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The basic components o f this type-scene are instructions to summon the guests,
summoning o f the guests, coming o f the guests, enjoyment o f the banquet, and speech(es)
concerning the business at hand. It is obvious that the writer in a literary reflex is
describing a common practice o f banquets in palaces o f the ancient East.1

Banquets in the Old Testament
While several texts refer to banquets in the Old Testament, they do not give a full
elaboration o f an entire banquet celebration.2 Some o f these texts, however, supply small
vignettes and capture certain aspects o f the banquet scene that are significant for the study
of the banquet type-scene. A study o f God as host in the Pentateuch provided some
interesting insights. Robert Stallman looked at the anthropomorphic model o f God as
host, and studies him from a metaphorical perspective.3
Starting with creation, Stallman showed that God as host provided food fo r all
creation and invited humanity as his guests to eat what he provided for them -seedbearing vegetation (Gen 1:28-30). A second invitation, this time a stronger one, was
given to eat again, but within certain parameters (Gen 2:16-17). An intruder, the Devil,
'Simon B. Parker, The Pre-BiblicalN arrative Tradition: Essays on the Ugaritic
Poems K eret and Aqhat, Society o f Biblical Literature Resources for Biblical Study, 24
(Atlanta, GA: Scholars, 1989), 175.
^ o r example: Joseph’s Banquet, Gen 43:24-34; A Table before Enemies, Ps 23;
Belshazzar’s Feast, Dan 5:1-31; Feast o f Tabernacles, Zech 14:16-19.
3Robert C. Stallman, "Divine Hospitality in the Pentateuch: A Metamorphical
Perspective on God as Host" (Ph.D. dissertation, Westminster Theological Seminary,
1999).
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entered the "banquet" scene. Adam and Eve partook o f a meal that God did not provide,
and so insulted him as host. This was tantamount to rejecting the one who gave it. The
outcome was a demotion o f Adam as distinguished guest, and the loss o f access to God’s
table. Having violated the code o f behavior at God’s banquet table, the inevitable
consequences were alienation from God, expulsion from the garden, and consignment to
a life o f hardship. Again, God is divine host for human guests in the flood narrative
(Gen 6-9), and again, he sets the parameters for what is kosher to eat. Through the books
of Exodus to Deuteronomy God also acts as a host providing food and water for his
rebellious guests in the wilderness.1

The Feast o f the Passover
The feast o f the Passover is first encountered in Exod 11. Connected with this
feast were two other practices mentioned in Exod 12 and 13-the feast o f Unleavened
Bread and the consecration o f the firstborn. All three o f these celebrations were
connected with the escape o f Israel from Egypt, but the Passover sacrifice, followed by
the meal in Exod 12:1-13, is the best known of the three.2
^ i d . , 172-270.
2Originally, the Passover sacrifice was an act o f family worship, but when Israel
occupied Canaan and the Temple was completed and dedicated, the first feast celebrated
was the Passover. For the Jews in the time of Jesus, the sacrifice of the Passover animal
at the Temple and the eating of it during the evening meal became the central focus in the
Passover celebration. After the destruction of the Temple, the Passover sacrifice no
longer served as the center o f the Passover celebration, but was superceded by the
Passover meal. Anthony J. Saldarini, Jesus and Passover (New York: Paulist, 1984), 515, 41.
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Exod 12 contains a mixture o f legal and historical elements. On the tenth day o f
the month in which Moses was to lead the Israelites out o f Egypt, each household was to
quarantine a one-year-old kid or lamb without blemish for four days. If the household
was too small to consume the animal, it could join another. On the fourteenth day the
animal was to be slaughtered “between the evenings.” Then, each family was to paint
their doorframes with the blood o f the victim. That same night they were to roast the
animal whole over the fire and eat it with bitter herbs and unleavened bread. There were
to be no leftovers for the morning, and the meal was to be eaten in haste, in traveling
attire. For subsequent generations the Passover meal was to be the first o f a seven-day
feast called the Feast o f Unleavened Bread (Exod 12:15).
In some ways the Passover meal parallels a banquet scene. First, the meal was
“Yahweh’s Passover” (vs. 11); Yahweh was its host. A specific time was given for the
start o f the meal. No foreigner was to eat o f this meal, only the selectively invited. A
special garment was required for participation in the m eal-loins girded, sandals on feet,
and staff in hand. There was a detailed m enu-roasted meat, unleavened bread, and bitter
herbs. This “bitter-sweet” menu carried rich symbolism. W hile the meal in one sense
connoted a celebration-the defeat of the gods o f Egypt-in another sense it reminded the
Israelites of their sufferings and bondage in Egypt. The meal was to be eaten in one
house and no meat was to be taken outside the house. Those who participated in this meal
were to be “honored” by being liberated from Egypt, while those who did not partake
were “cast into outer darkness.”
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The Meal at Sinai
In Exod 24, a covenantal relationship between God as host and Israel as guests1 is
ratified by a divinely catered meal in vss. 9-11. A fter Israel received the moral code
(20:1-17) followed by the covenant code (20:22-23:33), God summoned Moses together
with Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders2 o f Israel to ascend Sinai. After setting up
an altar, presenting offerings, reading o f the "Book o f the Covenant" (24:7), and
sprinkling o f blood upon those who consented to obey the words o f Yahweh, Moses and
the three plus the seventy men ascended Sinai to dine with Yahweh. There, Yahweh
hosted a special meal fo r the leaders. After this meal Yahweh would summon Moses to a
forty-day legislative session.
Having witnessed an anthropomorphic manifestation o f Yahweh, Moses and his
companions "ate and drank" with Yahweh.3 This dinner account is very short.4 Apart
^ h is narrative along w ith those found in Exod 19:1-25, 20:18-21, and chaps. 3234, punctuate the legal material o f Exod 19-40 with the confirmation o f the Sinaitic
covenant, resulting in a regular alternation between law and narrative. See Stallman, 227.
2Cf. the seventy bulls invited to Keret’s banquet. J. B. Lloyd notes that the two
accounts present a remarkable similarity. He also makes mention o f the seventy sons o f
Asherah whom Baal invited (Dietrich, Loretz, and Sanmartin, 1.4: VI:45ff.). See J. B.
Lloyd, "The Banquet Theme in Ugaritic Narrative," Ugcaitic-Forschungen 22 (1990):
188.
3For discussion on whether the elders literally ate with God or merely came in his
presence, see Stallman, 233.
4Nicholson denies that 24:11 refers to any meal whatsoever. He argues that the
combination o f "eating" and "drinking" is a standard word pair used in parallelism and
indicates only the general process o f living one’s life. See Earnest W. Nicholson, "The
Origin of the Tradition in Exodus XXIV 9-11," Veins Testamentum 26 (February 1976):
149-150.
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from the selective invitation by Yahweh, matters such as seating arrangement, menu, and
duration o f the feast are not mentioned. What is made manifest in this short banquet
narrative is the role o f a generous host and grateful guests who accepted the invitation to
dine. Continued observance o f the covenant would create an ongoing healthy
relationship between the divine host and human guests, resulting in covenantal blessing in
the form o f food.1

The Banquets o f Wisdom and Folly
Two contrasting banquets are mentioned in Prov 9:1-6, 11 and 9:13-18: Lady
W isdom’s invitation to her banquet, and a counter-invitation by Lady Folly. Wisdom is
presented as an antithesis to Folly, where Wisdom invites "the simple" (9:4), those who
have not yet accepted wisdom. The banquet celebrates the completion o f Wisdom’s
house (9: l).2 The maidens issue the invitation in the upper city, where the palaces are
located, the place where the common people are likely to be found.3 The menu is flesh,
bread, and wine.
Lady Folly’s invitation is open also to "the simple," but no maidens are sent to
give the invitation. She has no building to dedicate. She only mimics Lady Wisdom.
She is depicted as an adulterous woman, who lures her guests to temporary satisfaction
1Stallman, 272.
2Cf. B a T s banquet in i.4 .VI. 16-59.
3Richard J. Clifford, Proverbs: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 1999), 106.
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which only leads to death (9:17-18). In these two banquets, invitations are given to all
who are "simple." Lady Wisdom offers flesh and wine that enable her guests to live.
Lady Folly offers only clandestine pleasure.

Esther’s Double Banquet
In the story o f Esther, the king and Haman were invited to a banquet hosted by
Esther (Esth 5:4). The invitation was accepted and the second opportunity was given to
her to make her request to the king (5:6). She delayed her petition and invited them again
to attend another banquet on the next day (5:7-8). Again, they accepted the invitation.
Haman joyfully made preparation for the banquet (5:9-14) as also did Esther. Haman
was hurried to the banquet (6:14). While they were at the dinner table, Esther, for the
third time, was asked to reveal her request (7:2). When the king heard her petition, he
was enraged and left the banquet room (7:3-7). W hen he returned, he ordered the
execution o f Haman.
In this banquet scene, a woman gives an invitation to attend a banquet. Two
selected guests are invited. The motive for this invitation is to seek a favor o f the most
honored guest, the king, and to reveal the sinister moves by the other guest, Haman. In
the end, one is honored, the other is dishonored, and the host highly honored. The wine
motif is highlighted.

The Eschatological Banquet
O f the Old Testament banquet texts, only one text relating to a banquet scenario
and at the same time depicting an eschatological banquet can be found in the Old
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Testament: Isa 25:6-10a. The feast is placed in a coronation or enthronement context.1
Yahweh prepares a banquet for all peoples, “a concept without parallel in the Hebrew
Bible.”2 This invitation m ust be recognized not only fo r its universality, but also fo r its
particularity. The author juxtaposes the universal alongside of the particular, “creating an
intricate tapestry o f salvation.”3 H e does this by making repeated emphasis on the allinclusiveness of Yahweh’s guest list, using such expressions as “all peoples,” “all
nations,” “all faces,” and “all the earth.” At the same tim e these descriptions are placed
in a context of specificity, using expressions such as “this mountain,” “his people,” and
“our God.”
The menu for God’s banquet feast is Fmanim (rich foods) and sfmarim (wellmatured or aged wine) considered by Middle Eastern standards to be first-quality food
and drink.4 The best portion was commonly given to the guest of honor.s Likewise, the
lFohrer affirms that this meal inaugurates a new period of peace that is consonant
with the coronation feasts o f earthly kings when they ascend their thrones as in 1 Sam
11:15 and 1 Kgs 1:25. See G. Fohrer, D asB uch Jesaja, 3 vols., Zuricher
Bibelkommentare (Zurich: Zwingli, 1962), 18-19. Gray endorses the view that after the
Lord accedes to universal sovereignty, Yahweh gives a feast to all his subjects. See G. B.
Gray, A Critical and E xegetical Commentary on the B ook o f Isaiah, 1-39, vol. 1,
International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1912), 428.
2Catherine Lynn Nakamura, "Monarch, Mountain, and Meal: The Eschatological
Banquet o f Isaiah 24:21-23; 25:6-10a" (Ph D. dissertation, Princeton Theological
Seminary, Princeton, NJ, 1992), 209.
3Ibid., 209-210.
4Ibid., 29-30.
sSee Isa 25:6-10, where all the saved o f God’s people would be honored. Cf. 1
Sam 9:22-23; Gen 43:34; M att 22:2-10 = Luke 14:15-24.
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best portions o f the sacrifice were normally reserved for Yahweh.1
When compared with previous banquets found in other texts under this section,
this eschatological banquet is significantly different. While the hosts in the other texts
generally invite selected guests, Yahweh invites all peoples. Yahweh also prepares the
meal himself, and all o f his guests receive a high standing. This is a distinct variation of
the typical banquet scene.

The Funerary Banquet
Philip King investigated the banquet scene depicted in Amos 6:4-7r He
concluded that the scenario portrayed in that banquet constitutes the description o f a
funerary meal, defined by scholars as a m arzetf This could suggest, according to King,
that the Israelites and Judeans as early as the eighth century B.C.E. engaged in funerary
meals. Although details o f this type of meal-scene are fragmentary, King provides some
valuable insights. In this type o f meal, guests normally reclined to eat,4 they were
anointed with oil, consumed meat, listened to singing and music, and partook in
lSee Lev 3:3; 4:8, 9. Cf. BaTs banquet on 163.
^Phillip King, "Using Archaeology to Interpret a Biblical Text: The M arzeh Amos
Denounces," Biblical Archaeology Review 14, no. 4 (1988): 34-44.
3Cf. Jer 16:1-9. Scholars have interacted with Ugaritic and Phoenician texts to get
more insights into the funerary meals. Marvin Pope’s study associates the m arzehm ih
the cult o f the dead. See Marvin H. Pope, E l in Ugaritic Texts (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 159179.
4For a detailed study o f reclining at funerary meals in commemoration o f the
dead, see Jean-Marie Dentzer, Le m o tif du banquet couche dans le proche-orient et le
monde grec du VTIIe au IVe siecle avant J.-C. (Rome: Ecole franfaise de Rome, 1982),
23-25.
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excessive drinking o f wine.1
From all appearances, the Old Testament banquets studied in this section (except
the funerary banquet) are stunningly different from the foregoing ones in several ways.
Yahweh, the host in all these scenes, is not seeking a favor from his guests, rather,
evidently, he is doing them a favor. Also, there is no emphasis on seating arrangement
and the invitation is all-inclusive in one instance (the eschatological banquet).

Banquets in Intertestamental Literature
In intertestamental literature, three banquet scenes readily stand out. They are
found in the books o f Joseph and Aseneth, and Tobit, and the writings of Qumran. These
three narratives are dealt with in seriatim in this section.

Joseph and Aseneth
Joseph and Aseneth is virtually unfamiliar to the average reader.2 The book tells
the story o f the daughter of an Egyptian priest who undergoes a process o f transformation
which qualifies her to become the acceptable bride o f the biblical Joseph. Aseneth, the
lKing, 41.
2Only during 1950-2000 did Joseph and Aseneth draw significant attention to
scholars o f Judaistic studies and Christian origins, more so, for the last four decades. Its
popularity flourished with the plethora of Greek and versional witnesses-sixteen MSS in
Greek, reaching a complement o f over eighty MSS. See C. Burchard, "The Importance o f
Joseph and Aseneth for the Study o f the New Testament: A General Survey and Fresh
Look at the Lord’s Supper," New Testament Studies 33 (1987): 102-134. Joseph and
Aseneth has also made a significant impact upon Christian literature, iconography, drama,
and liturgy. See Randall D. Chesnutt, From D eath to Life: Conversion in Joseph and
Aseneth, Journal for the Study o f the Pseudipigrapha Supplement Series 16 (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 20.
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daughter of Pentephres, the priest o f Heliopolis, is portrayed as a beautiful eighteen-yearold virgin1who refuses the hand o f many suitors, including the Pharaoh’s first-bom son.
She would fall in love only with Joseph. The them e and purpose o f Joseph and Aseneth
is perceived variously by different scholars.2
Several dinners are mentioned in Joseph and'Aseneth. Upon hearing the proposed
visit o f Joseph to his house, Pentephres summons his steward to hurry and make his
“house ready and prepare a great dinner, because Joseph, the Powerful One o f God, is
coming to us today.”3 After Joseph’s departure, Aseneth, shattered by the sight o f Joseph,
retires with seven virgins,4 and undergoes a transformatory period during which she
1,1The attribute o f virginity is a widespread literary topos.” Maren NiehofF, The
Figure o f Joseph in Post-Biblical Jewish Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 101.
2It is read as an embarrassed reader’s reaction to Gen 41:45. See Burchard, “The
Importance of Joseph and Aseneth,” 102-134; Am aldo Momigliano, Alien Wisdom: the
Lim its o f H ellenization (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 117-118.
It is also seen as seeking to “enhance the status o f Gentile converts in the Jewish
community.” See Chesnutt, From Death to Life, 264; or as a work that establishes “a
religious myth that explains the origins o f proselytism.” See George W. E. Nickelsburg,
Jew ish Literature Betw een the Bible and the M ishnah: A H istorical and Literary
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 262; or as “a fictional history which
‘foretells,’ and justifies, the establishment o f the Jewish temple in Heliopolis.” See
Gideon Bohak, Joseph an d Aseneth and the Jew ish Temple in H eliopolis (Atlanta:
Scholars, 1996), 102. K ee’s study suggests a transformation theme and argues that the
closest literary analogy in the New Testament to Joseph and Aseneth is Acts. He is
convinced that the author o f Acts has employed for his purposes the hellenistic romance.
Howard Clark Kee, "The Socio-Cultural Setting o f Joseph and Aseneth," New Testament
Studies 29 (1983): 393-413.
3Jos. Asen. 3 :6.
4“Beautiful virgins who live in high towers and young men who desire them are
stock items in folktales, and similar motifs are easily discernible in ancient Greco-Roman
novels.” Ross Shepard Kraemer, When Aseneth M et Joseph: A Late Antique Tale o f the
B iblical Patriarch a n d H is Egyptian Wife, Reconsidered (New York: Oxford University
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encounters a heavenly man.1 She invites the angel to recline at her table. She then sets
before him bread and wine, both old and new. A week later, Joseph pays Pentephres a
second visit. Joseph sends a forerunner to announce his arrival. Again an order is given
to “hurry and make the house ready and prepare a good dinner, because Joseph the
Powerful One o f God is coming to us today.”2 This time the order comes from Aseneth,
and the dinner is described as “good.” Aseneth then dresses in a special (wedding) robe,
called the first robe, puts on much ornamentation, and washes her face with spring water.3
She invites Joseph to this “good” dinner; she grasps him by his right hand and
leads him into the house and seats him on Pentephres’ throne; she brings water and
washes his feet; Joseph recoils at the idea that his bride-to-be should wash his feet, and
suggests that the virgins do it.4 But she retorts, “Y our feet are my feet, and your hands are
Press, 1998), 22. Compare Jos. Asen. 10:2-8, where one o f the seven virgins, A seneth’s
foster-sister, wakes up the other six virgins before Aseneth’s door, with the virgins in the
parable o f the Ten Virgins. Aseneth represents the image o f the divine bride in the
parable. Ibid.
lBased upon the activities o f Aseneth during her transformatory period, one may
assume that "entry in Judaism may well have been performed by a period o f fasting,
praying, meditating, washing, a symbolic changing o f clothes (and perhaps o f name), and
celebrating a festive meal. But corroborative evidence is needed before we can be certain
o f this." James H. Charlesworth, ed., The O ld Testament Pseudipigrapha (Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1983-1985), 2:193.
2Jos. Asen. 18:2-3.
3Jos. Asen, 18:3-11. Aseneth’s periodic changes o f clothing raise the question o f
whether the author through this symbolism is trying to intimate an initiatory practice
among the Jews.
4Cf. Abigail and David’s emissaries, 1 Sam 25:41; The woman who anointed
Jesus, as an act o f deference, Matt 26:7; Mark 14:3 = Luke 7:37-38 = John 12:3.
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my hands, and your soul my soul, and your feet another will not wash.” Joseph makes his
short speech, grasps her right hand and kisses it; Aseneth then kisses his head and sits at
his right hand.1 H er parents come in from the fields and see her sitting with Joseph and
dressed in a wedding garment. After this they eat and drink and celebrate. Then
Pentephres says, “Tomorrow I will call all the noblemen and the satraps o f the whole land
of Egypt and give a marriage feast for you, and you will take my daughter Aseneth for
wife.” But Joseph insists that he must inform Pharaoh. He leaves.2
Pharaoh agrees with the proposal, and gives a marriage feast, a great dinner, and a
big banquet (symposium) for seven days (conventional length in Judaism). Pharaoh calls
all the important people o f Egypt, all the chiefs of the land, and all the kings o f the
nations and makes a decree. The seven days were to be like a Sabbath week and the
violator was subject to death.3
Meal language is used six times in Joseph and Aseneth * In three o f the six
instances a triadic sequence o f bread-cup-ointment is followed; the other three follow a
dyadic bread-cup order. This allows us to speak about a stereotypical formula with some
variations. The major posture up until the 1960s analyzed the bread-cup-ointment triad as
^ f . the woman who anointed Jesus’ head and feet, and kissed his head. Cf. also
the obligations of Jewish wives to wash face, hands, and feet of husbands, and to prepare
their beds, in m. Ketub. 5.5 although this does not mention foot-washing, but bread
baking, wool working, and bed making.
2Jos. Asen. 20: Iff.
3Jos. Asen. 21:1-8.
*Jos. Asen. 8:5-7; 8:9; 15:5; 16:16; 19:5; 21:21.
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an allusion to some sort o f ritual meal. Chesnutt and others, such as Jeremias, Burchard,
and Schnackenburg, contended for an ongoing common meal in a Jewish context.1
Sanger and Collins espoused the same idea with variations.2 They argued that this order
o f events was not representative o f a fixed cultic, initiatory meal, but reflected an
ongoing conduct of life representative o f the common Jewish meal.3
In the story o f Joseph and Aseneth, it appears that the writer was familiar with
conventional wedding banquet motifs, being fully aware o f the order in which these
motifs were normally set. Though every individual banquet scene does not present a
complement o f motifs for a full-scale banquet scene, each one bears some type-scene
constants. In the first banquet, the typical scene begins where an instruction is given to
hurriedly prepare a banquet for an important figure (Joseph). In the second, Aseneth
^ e e Randall D. Chesnutt, "Conversion in Joseph and Aseneth: Its Nature,
Function, and Relation to Contemporaneous Paradigms o f Conversion and Initiation"
(Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University, Boston, 1986), 150-158; Joachim Jeremias,
"vup.<{>q," "vup.<j)L05," Theological D ictionary o f the New Testament (TDNT), ed.
Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-1976), 4:10991106; C. Burchard, "Joseph and Aseneth," Cambridge Commentaries on W ritings o f the
Jewish and Christian W orld 200 B.C. to A.D. 200, ed. M. de Jonge (Cambridge, MA:
Cambridge University Press, 1985), 92-110; R. Schnackenburg, "Das Brot des Lebens,"
Tradition undG laube: D asfruhe Christentum in seiner Umwelt: Festgabe f i r K.G.
Kuhn, ed. J. Jeremias, H. W . Kuhn, and H. Stegemann (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und
Ruprecht, 1971), 328-342.
2See D. Sanger, "Judisch-hellenistische Missionsliteratur und die Weisheit,"
Kairos 23 (1981): 231-242; J. J. Collins, Between Athens an d Jerusalem: Jew ish Identity
in the H ellenistic D iaspora (New York: Crossroad, 1983), 89-91, 211-218.
3Cf. Ps 23:5, where the order is bread, oil, and cup. For further details on the
banquet m otif in Ps 23, see Ferris Lee McDaniel, "The Relationship between the
Shepherd and Banquet Motifs of Psalm 23" (Ph.D. dissertation, Dallas Theological
Seminary, 1984), 80-110.
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encounters a heavenly man. Bread and wine are featured, and the being reclines to dine.
In the third dinner, the motifs are the same as the first, but this time with some additional
elements. This time a wedding robe is put on by Aseneth and some ritual washings are
done. The host (Aseneth) washes the feet and hands o f the chief guest,1after which the
kissing of hand and head follows. The final banquet is a great marriage feast where
special guests are invited. In three instances the standard motifs o f bread, cup (wine), and
ointment (perfume) are mentioned.

Tobit
Three incidents depict a banquet scene in the book o f Tobit. When Tobias arrives
at Raguel’s home, he receives him warmly, and slaughters a ram o f the flock, and then
they “bathed and washed themselves and . . . reclined to dine” (Tob 7:9). A fter the initial
meal, Tobias asks Raguel for his daughter Sarah in marriage (7:9-10). W hen the contract
has been written, they “began to eat and drink’ (7:14). The marriage takes place in spite
of the fear that Tobias will die on his wedding night, as have Sarah’s previous seven
husbands (7:11). W hen Tobias survives, Raguel gives a wedding feast, for which his
wife bakes “many loaves o f bread” and he has two steers and four rams slaughtered (8:1920 ).

Feasting lasts for fourteen days. Tobias receives half o f his father-in-law’s
property immediately; the other half is to be received after his in-laws’ death (8:21).
Raphael is given the bond for the money in trust and is sent to Gabael (9:1-5a). Raphael
lCf. Jesus as host, washing o f the disciples’ feet in the Last Supper.
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receives the entrusted money (9:5b). Gabael comes to the wedding celebration, meets
Tobias reclining at the table, and greets him with weeping and blessings (9:6).
Then Tobias, with his wife, and Raphael return home (10:10-13). Tobias and
Raphael, when almost home, run ahead and prepare the house to receive the new bride
(11:1-4). Following Tobit’s recovery o f sight (11:10-15), a seven-day celebration o f
Tobias’s wedding ensues. During this time the couple receives many gifts (11:18).
Some constants o f the banquet scene are highlighted in Tobit. As in the story o f
Joseph and Aseneth, the wedding feasts are long: fourteen days in the first instance and
seven in the second. Bread and meat comprise the main course. Washings, followed by
reclining, are mentioned in the first feast.

The Communal Meal at Qumran
Jewish speculation about the end tim e includes the picture of a great banquet for
the faithful ones, which has often been described as an eschatological banquet.
Attestation to this notion can be cited in Jewish apocalyptic literature1and the writings
from the Qumran.2 The Messianic Rule (lQ S a = lQ28a)3 dates to about the middle o f the
ll En. 62:14; Syr Apoc Bar 29:5-8.
21QS 6.1-10; lQSa 2.11-22.
3Barthelemy was the first to publish “The Messianic Rule” in 1955. See D.
Barthelemy and J.T. Milik, Discoveries in the Judean D essert (DJD): Oumran Cave I
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955), 107-118. It was originally located in a scroll along with
“The Community Rule.” Barthelemy designated the work, “The Rule o f the
Congregation.” Vermes has dubbed it “The Messianic Rule.” For three sound reasons
for naming the work as such, see Geza Vermes, The D ead Sea Scrolls in English, rev. and
ext. 4th ed. (London: Penguin, 1995), 119. LaSor sees no convincing reason for its being
described as a “messianic banquet,” in spite o f Burrows’s questioning: “What is the
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first century B.C.E. It describes the rules that the community of believers (Yahad) must
enact in preparation for the messianic war against the nations (the Gentiles) in the last
days. One remarkable feature of this document is its description of a banquet feast
governed by strict regulations, in which all Israel is expected to participate in the Last
Days. The meal is associated with the arrival o f the “Messiah of Israel,” “the w ar lord”
who was to be a descendant of David.1 This climactic banquet appears to be the epitome
of the yahad's ordinary practice of the less glorified, iniatiatory communal meals.2
In the Qumran Community, the communal meal was of utmost importance. This
is evident in that only the fully initiated ones, whose behavior demonstrated a serious
commitment to their profession, were permitted to participate in the common meal.
Josephus describes the communal meals o f the Essenes, though his account is scant.
Messiah o f Israel doing there?” Cf. William S. LaSor, The Dead Sea Scrolls a n d the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 98-103; and Millar Burrows, The D ead Sea
Scrolls (New York: Viking, 1955).
lWise, Abegg, and Cook find this feast comparable to the early Christian agape
feasts described by Hippolytus. See Michael W ise, Martin Abegg, Jr., and Edward Cook,
The D ead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 144.
2See The Community Rule (The Manual o f Discipline) IQS col. 6:2-5. It may be
inferred from the New Testament parallel, that the ordinary meal prefigured the final
banquet. For studies on the correlation o f the Qumran banquet and New Testament
parallels, see M. Delcor, "Repas cultuels esseniens et therapeutes," Revue de Qumran 6
(1969): 401-425; J. Gnilka, "Das Gemeinschafitsmahl derEssener," Bibl. Zeitschr. 5
(1961): 39-55; K. G. Kuhn, "The Lord’s Supper and the Communal Meal at Qumran," in
The Scrolls a nd the New Testament, ed. K Stendahl (London: SCM, 1958), 65-93;
Johannes Van der Ploeg, "The Meals o f the Essenes," Journal o f Jewish Studies 2 (1957):
163-175; J. F. Priest, "The Messiah and the M eal in lQSa," Journal o f B iblical Literature
82 (1963): 95-100; L. H. Schiffman, The E schatological Community o f the D ead Sea
Scrolls (Atlanta: Scholars, 1989), 53-67.
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After five hours o f strenuous labor during the m orning (between around 6 and 11
o’clock), they would assemble in one place. They would gird their loins with a white
cloth and bathe their bodies in cold water. They then entered a refectory where only
initiates were allowed. They sat in silence and waited to be served bread according to
rank. Then a plate with a single course (cooked food) would be set before each partaker.
The priest gave the blessing, after which each m ight partake. After the meal was eaten
(apparently w ater was drunk), another benediction was pronounced. The participants
then laid aside their white raiment, and returned to the fields until the evening. At the end
o f the day, they returned to perform the same routine for supper. Guests might join them,
but not the uninitiated.1
The novice had to undergo a probationary period o f a year, after which he
1Josephus Jewish Wars 2.6.5. Another group, identified as the Therapeuts, took
their weekday meals alone in their huts, eating only cheap bread flavored with salt or
hyssop and drinking only water. Some members, however, fasted for three or even six
days in contemplative rapture. They also held a “Pentecostal feasf ’ every forty-nine days,
perhaps in anticipation o f a symbolic “jubilee” on the fiftieth day. They ate only bread
seasoned with salt or hyssop. They abstained from wine and ate no flesh. For further
details on the Therapeuts, see G. R. Driver, The Judean Scrolls: The Problem and a
Solution (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1965), 122ff. Vermes has identified the Therapeuts as
identical with the Qumran Community and the Essenes. The major ground for this
assumption is that both names, Therapeuts and Essenes, may be translated “healers.”
And the accounts o f these three groups have more in common than there are differences.
Vermes, 111-117. Many scholars propose that these three groups (and their sub-groups)
sprang from a widespread movement of Jewish or para-Jewish nonconformity. The
Therapeuts are described by Philo and Eusebius as Jewish people who predominantly
lived in the vicinity o f the M areotic Lake, but who also settled in small, scattered groups
in and about Egypt. Philo Contemplative Life 1.2; 2.11-4.39; 8.64-9.90; Eusebius
Ecclesiastical H istory 2.7:3-23. They adopted a mode o f life comparable to that o f the
Essenes and the Qumran community. They did not live, however, in communal housing,
but in small huts in which a separate sanctum was set apart for each family. In the midst
of these huts a central building was built for communal meeting and worship.
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performed the ceremonial ablutions. Following this, he underwent another two years o f
indoctrination and training, after which he made his vow as a bona fide member. Only
then could he touch “the Banquet of the Many.”1
The yahad believed that two messiahs would appear in the Last Days from among
them. One was to exercise the priestly role and the other a military function. The
banquet was to be hosted by the ya ha d and men of noble repute when the invitation
would be given. The priestly Messiah (Chief Priest) would enter first, as the head o f the
congregation, trailed by a community priests. They would sit after him in ranking order.
Then the heads of clans would sit in ranks before the priests. The communal table was to
be set with bread and wine poured out. The priest would reach for the bread first. The
priest would bless the bread, then the wine. Afterward, the Messiah o f Israel (different
from the priestly Messiah) would reach for the bread, and a blessing would be given by
each member o f the congregation by order o f rank. This was to be practiced, provided
that at least ten men were gathered together.2
From the brief description o f meal scenes among the Qumran community certain
recurrent motifs appear: washings, use o f white garments, invitation to the “Banquet of
the Many.” The chief priest acted as the host of the meal, members sat in ranking order,
and bread and wine were the two invariables of the banquet.
4Q S col 6.8b-23.
2lQ Sa 2:11-22. The Messianic banquet bears some affinities to some Old
Testament references (See Exod 18:12; Deut 12:7, 18; 27:7). More vivid echoes may be
seen from Ezek 44:3 where Ezekiel describes a Messianic prince, who after the gate o f
the Temple is shut and “because he is the nasi, he may sit in it to eat bread before the
Lord.”
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Greco-Roman Banquets
During the Greco-Roman period banqueting was a complex and important social
institution. The principles and practices o f dining o f the Greeks and Romans in some
ways parallel those o f preceding cultures. However, they added new dimensions which
appended new meanings. The Greek culture, as the forerunner o f the Greco-Roman
culture, espoused most o f its rules and regulations o f commensality from literature
written by Greek authors such as Socrates and Plato. The Romans more or less followed
similar practices, except to describe meal practices differently, using Latin nomenclature
instead o f Greek. Plutarch and Lucian’s writings give rich insights into the Roman
practice o f commensality. Consequently, in this section, both Greek and Roman practices
have been studied together.
In the Greco-Roman world, banquets manifested themselves in a common meal
tradition, which carried certain social implications. Each common meal was adapted to
various settings. Thus, the hosting o f a banquet could extend from a get-together with
friends, business colleagues, or religious associates, to a grand public feast. A banquet
might be held to honor a friend before he departed to another place or after his arrival
from a long journey.1 Guests who come from foreign lands might be treated with an
exquisite banquet. Banquets were sometimes held solely for common members of clubs.
One type o f club was the trade guild called collegia, whose members were individuals o f
1W. A. Becker, Charicles: Illustrations o f the Private Life o f the Ancient Greeks,
trans. Frederick Metcalfe (London: Longmans, 1911), 89.
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the same trade or occupation.1 It was not uncommon to host a banquet in celebration o f a
religious festival. Some banquets were kept in honor o f patron deities. The occasion
might be a state holiday, a military victory, or the initiation o f a public official.2
Banquets were commonly held on important family occasions, such as birthdays,
weddings,3 and funerals.4 Weddings were the largest o f these celebrations.5 There was
LFor more details on Greek clubs and their activities see, Franz Poland,
Geschichte des griechischen Vereinswesens (Leipzig: Teubner, 1909), 123-155. Thomas
demonstrated that the activities o f the guilds evolved from the ancient symposia. See also
Scott Kevin Thomas, "A Sociological Analysis o f Guilds in First-Century Asia Minor as
Background for Revelation 2:18-29" (Ph. D. dissertation, New Orleans Baptist
Theological Seminary, 1994), 40.
2Cicero de Oratore 3.73; Aulus Hirtius, "The Gallic W ar VIII," in C easar’s
Commentaries on the G allic a n d C ivil Wars, Harper’s Classical Library (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1885), 51.
3Plutarch pinpoints, “O f all the occasions for a banquet, none is more conspicuous
or talked about than a wedding. When we offer sacrifice to the gods, or honor a friend on
the eve of a journey, or entertain guests from abroad, it is possible to do so unnoticed by
many of our intimates and relatives; but a wedding-feast betrays us by the loud marriage
cry, the torch, and the shrill pipe, things which according to Homer (Uliad 18.495f) even
the women stand at their doors to watch and admire.” Plutarch Table Talk, 4.3.666F667A.
4Meals usually accompanied the funeral, commemorating the dead. Homer
records that Achilles slaughtered a host o f cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, when the burial
rites were administered for Patroculus. The meats were roasted and eaten by the
participants in the funerary rites. Ilia d 23.111. Cf. b. Ketub. 8b.
sIn Plutarch’s Table Talk Theon says that wedding banquets are “not merely for
friendly entertainments but important family occasions, which solemnize the
incorporation o f a new set o f relatives into the family. W hat is more important than this,
at the union of two houses, each father-in-law regards it as a duty to demonstrate good
will to the friends and relatives o f the other, and so the guest-list is doubled. Besides,
many or most o f the activities relating to a wedding are in the hands o f women, and where
women are present it is necessary that their husbands also should be included.”
Plutarch Table Talk 4.3.661 A -R .
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also the notable communal meal practiced by the philosophical schools, after which
philosophical dialogue would ensue in the drinking party. This classic form of
commensality came to be associated with the classic definition and form o f the
sym posium } Thereafter, the literary form o f the symposium served as a frame o f
reference whenever reference was made to meals, whether real or imaginary.
As a norm, the average banquet would be held in a host’s home for friends and
associates. However, sometimes it could be held in a public facility (of course, only for
citizens) in the city (perhaps in the temple complex). Invitations would normally be sent
out the day before the banquet.2 In some cases, it appears that the invitation was made
orally.3 There are some instances of formal written invitations to attend feasts found in
second-and third-century C.E. Egyptian papyri:
1. To a wedding in a temple: Oxyrhynchus papyrus 2678 (3 rd century C.E.)
Dioscoros invites you to dine at the wedding o f her son on the 14th o f M esore in
the temple o f Sabazius from the ninth hour, Farewell.
2. To a wedding in a house: Oxyrhynchus papyrus 111 (3rd century C E .)
Herais requests your company at dinner in celebration of the marriage o f her
children at her house tomorrow, the 5th, at 9 o’clock.
3. To a wedding, most probably in a house, and followed by a feast: Oxyrhynchus
papyrus 927 (3rd century C E .)
lThe symposium may be traced as far back as Plato. See Dennis E. Smith and Hal
E. Taussig, M any Tables: The Eucharist in the N ew Testament and Liturgy Today
(London: SCM, 1990), 29.
d e c k e r, 90. Cf. Sir 13:9.
3As was the case o f Xenophon Symposium 1.2-7.
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Eros invites you to a wedding tomorrow the 29th at the 9th hour.
4. To the celebration o f the birth o f a child at the Serapeum: Oxyrhynchus
papyrus 2791 (2nd century C.E.)
Diogenes invites you to dinner for the first birthday of his daughter in the
Serapeum tomorrow which is Pachon 26 (? or 16), from the eighth hour onwards.
5. To the epicrisis (the official initiation o f a thirteen-year-old to the privileged
class; it heralded the attainment o f puberty and the entry upon the duties o f a citizen) o f a
son at the house: Oxyrhynchus papyrus 2792 (3rd century C.E.)
Horion invites you to the epicrisis o f his son on the IS* at his own house from the
8th hour onwards.
6. To the epicrisis o f oneself in this instance at his house: Oxyrhynchus papyrus
926 (3rd century)
Heratheon invites you to dine with him, on the occasion o f his examination, at his
house tomorrow, the 5th, at the 9th hour.
7. To a feast given by a cavalry officer: Oxyrhynchus papyrus 747 (Late second
or third century)
The decurion invites you to his party on the sixth day before the Calends at the
eighth hour.
8. To the crowning o f the host’s son on his entry upon some civic office:
Eudaemon invites you to dine at the Gymnasium on the crowning o f his son Nilus
on the 1st, at the eighth hour.
From the above examples o f invitations, several conclusions may be drawn:
1. Invitations were normally sent out the day prior to the event.
2. Giving short notices, in terms o f time, was a common practice.
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3. Parties could be held in the house, temple, or public building-secular or
religious.
4. Dinners could be held for different events-birth, wedding, initiation.
5. General dinner hours were the 8th or 9th hours, but most often at the 9* hour.
6. There was no closing time; guests could stay as long as they wished.
7. Dinners were always held in honor of someone.
8. Punctuality for banquets seemed an issue.
Repeated invitations could be sent to an honored guest,1just before the banquet
began, and especially if it became apparent that the guest would be late.2 The guests,
especially the most honored, were expected to be appropriately garbed. Not to do so was
tantamount to insult.3 Caution had to be exercised in inviting the right guests, so as not to
^ h is is a typical practice o f my Muslim father who goes out to meet his tardy
guests at the roadside, insisting that they enter his home for his well-prepared dinner.
This practice is still a part o f the cultural traditions o f my Indo-Trinidadian people, who
came to the W est Indies as indentured immigrants during the mid-nineteenth and earlytwentieth centuries.
2Socrates is slow to arrive at the banquet because he is absorbed in his
philosophical thoughts. Agathon, the banquet host, sends his servants to hasten him to
the dinner. Socrates retreats to a neighbor’s porch and is oblivious of his appointment.
Agathon insists that his servants encourage him to come, “You must go on bidding him,
and by no means let him go.” Aristodemus advises that he must leave Socrates alone, for
this is his habit of standing anywhere, and he will come when he is ready. Agathon gives
many orders subsequently to his servants to fetch Socrates. Aristodemus, his friend, will
not allow it. Finally, Socrates arrives but without any apology for being late half-way
through the dinner. Plato Symposium 175A.
3Finely trimmed Socrates gets himself up in a "handsome style in order to be a
match for his handsome host, Agathon." Plato Symposium 174A-B. People of Sybaris
have their invitations sent to women one year in advance, so as to give them enough time
to prepare themselves with jewelry and clothes. Plutarch D inner o f the Seven Wise M en
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offend in the slightest way the honored guest.1 It was not conventional for a person to
attend the banquet feast uninvited,2 though it was not unusual for the “tables” to be
interrupted by the forced entry o f a banquet “parasite.”3 Yet, if someone who had not
been invited came with an invited friend, an excuse must be ready for his appearance.4
Not only must the invited one, who brought along the uninvited guest, be prepared to
excuse his friend’s presence at the banquet, but his friend must be able to answer for
147E. For social relations between hosts and guests, see J. H. D ’Arms, “The Roman
Convivium and the Idea o f Equality,” in Sympotica: A Symposium on the Symposium, ed.
O. Murray (Oxford: Oxford Unniversity Press, 1984), 308-320.
lPlato gives sound advice on the selection o f appropriate guests. See Plutarch
Table Talk 5.5.679C-D.
2Plato speaks o f Homer’s breach o f convention, when he makes the “spiritless
spearman,” Manelaus, attend the sacrificial banquet o f the hero, Agamemnon, “so the
worse man was the guest o f the better.” Plato Symposium 174C.
3"Parasites" were charlatans and jokers who had a cunning talent for showing up
at a banquet forcing their company on guests, who would undergo any indignity for the
chance o f a good dinner. They were usually foppishly garbed. Becker speaks o f a jester,
Stephanos, who "begged to inform the company that he was plentifully provided with
everything requisite for enjoying an abundant repast at a stranger’s table." Becker, 92.
They were a necessary appendage at the tables o f the rich. See Lucian The Parasite 58.
Plutarch speaks o f female parasites. See Plutarch Adultery 192.
4This was a necessary requirement for warding-off banquet “leeches.” Epictetus
scorns the hounding for invitations to banquets as a vehicle for social elevation. See
Epictetus Encheiridion 25.4-5. Conversely, a banquet host might establish control over
another person by giving him a place of high honor and feeding him to the full. See
Plautus Twin M enaechm i Act 1, Scene 1, lines 90-95.
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himself also,1and be willing to take a seat behind the guests.2
In preparation for the feast there was great excitement and commotion.3 Upon the
arrival o f the guests, the door was swung wide open, while servants waited to wash and
then escort the guests to the dining room or triclinium * furnished with couches where the
guests reclined. The notion o f status and rank was evident in the seating arrangement at
the banquet table. This could pose a challenge for the host and could even embarrass
him, if he made an oblivious blunder in assigning seats.5 Orderliness and good
‘On his way to a banquet Socrates sees his friend Aristodemus and requests him to
come along with him uninvited. See Plato Symposium 174B. Cf. Becker, 90-92.
Charicles sees his friend Ctesiphon on the way to the banquet hosted for him by Lysiteles,
and invites Ctesiphon to come along with him. Cf. also Lucian Symposium 13.
2Agathon tells Aristodemus he is welcome to the banquet though he did not
receive an official invitation. The invitation was sent to Aristodemus the day before, but
he could not be found. Plato Symposium 174E.
3For the full details o f the preparation o f a Greek banquet (in this case for the
return of a childhood playm ate-a friendship feast hosted by Lysiteles for his friend
Charicles) and the definitude by which items were selected, see “The Sixth Scene: The
Banquet.” Becker, 89.
4Plato Symposium 174E-175A. Plato speaks o f an attendant washing him and
making him ready for reclining. Washing o f hands and feet before reclining was a normal
part o f Greco-Roman banquet customs. On the walls in a dining room in Pompeii, Italy,
an inscription reads: “The slave shall wash and dry the feet o f the guests; and let him be
sure to spread a linen cloth on the cushions o f the couches.” M. Grant, Cities o f Vesuvius
(New York: Penguin, 1978), 117. Athenaeus alludes to this in 14.641d where he quotes
from Aristophanes (The Wasps verse 1216), “water over the hand, tables brought in.”
“Tables brought in” is a figurative expression meaning “food was brought in.” Athenaeus
D eipnosophists 14.641d. Cf. Periander’s dinner o f the seven wise men where each
invited guest received "a carriage and a pair fashionably comparisoned" at the door,
because o f the dirt in the path preceding the hall. Plutarch D inner o f the Seven Wise M en
146D.
sPeriander, for instance, assigns an ignominious position to Alexidemus-the
representative of Thrasybulus. This served as an insult to Thrasybulus. Thales advises,
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organization appeared to be the main requisite for hosting a banquet.
It was customary to seat the officials o f highest status at the highest position.1
“When we have taken our places, we ought not to try to discover who has been placed
above us, but rather how we may be thoroughly agreeable to those placed with us, by
trying at once to discover in them something that may serve to initiate and keep up
friendship, and, better yet, by harboring no discontent but an open satisfaction in being
placed next to such persons as these. For, in every case, a man that objects to his place at
table is objecting to his neighbor rather than to his host, and he makes himself hateful to
both.” Plutarch D inner o f the Seven Wise M en 148F-149B.
On another occasion, Plutarch refers to a situation where a distinguished guest
arrived late at the banquet. Upon discovering that a position not commensurate with his
rank (he had a train o f servants and wore extravagant clothes) was reserved for him, he
would not enter the banquet hall, and left in anger. The banquet was hosted by Plutarch’s
brother, Timon, who bade his guests-all sorts of people-to sit wherever they wished.
Despite attempts to bring him to the banquet chamber, he refused. Thereupon, the guests
at the table acknowledged his decision and responded with much laughter as “there were
many who had had a little something to drink.” Thereafter, Plutarch’s father reprimands
Timon for not following his instructions, and appoints Plutarch to judge the matter, for
his household was now brought “under suspicion of disorderliness and liable to public
audit.” See Plutarch Table Talk 1. 2. 615D. Cf. The Parable of Places at a Feast, Luke
14:8-11. This parable warns against taking a “place o f honor” at the table, lest a higherranking guest arrive later and claim that position.
‘According to Plutarch, different nations held different places o f h o nor For the
Persians, the most central place was occupied by the king. In the case o f the Greeks, the
honored place was the first place on the couch. The Romans held the last place on the
middle couch, called the consul’s place, as the most important position. The people in
the Pontus region esteemed the first place o f the middle couch as the best place. In the
Roman tradition the consul, after establishing the rule o f conduct and procedures for the
banquet, at a democratic level steps down from the royal central place, in order that not
even this mark o f their office and their power should remain to offend their associates.
Two couches are given to the guests; the third couch and the first place on it certainly
belongs to the host, for here, he is favorably placed to watch over the service and is not
prevented from entertaining and conversing with those who are present. O f the places
closest to him, below him belongs to his wife and children, while above him was given
properly to the guest o f honor in order that he might be near his host. This place seemed
to have peculiar advantage for the transaction of business. See Plutarch Table Talk
1.3.619B-619F.
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Normally, diners would share couches as may be seen in Greek paintings and literature.1
Figure 4 depicts banqueters in reclining positions while dining. Diners reclined parallel

/

f

i
i

Fig. 4. Banquet/drinking scene, from Herculaneum. Reprinted, by permission, from Museo
Nazionale di Napoli: Pirzio Biroli Stefanelli 1990, 20, Fig. 17.

to each other on their left sides and ate with their right hands.2 Guests around the banquet
‘Normally, a couch could hold two to three persons. Generally, the number of
couches would be about three arranged around the low three-legged tables on which the
servants put the food. In a discussion with his grandson, Plutarch, Lamprias criticized the
showy thirty-couch dining room of the wealthy as it made for unsociable and unfriendly
banquets. Plato Symposium 174A-B.
2Cf. John 13:23 “lying close to Jesus breast” (on the right—a position o f honor);
and Luke 16:22, Lazarus in “Abraham’s bosom” (blessing of afterlife is equated with a
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table drank from a large vessel, circulated from left to right.1 There w ere two major
courses in a banquet, the deipnon, (“supper” or “banquet”) which was the meal proper,2
followed by the symposium (“symposium”), which was the drinking party.3 Between the
deipnon and the symposium there was a series o f ritual performances.4 The banquet
procedure was punctuated by periodic washing o f the hands.s
The symposium adhered to strict rules o f decorum, both explicit and implicit.
Formal order characterized the nature o f the symposium6 which was “distinguished not so
festive banquet).
lPlato Symposium 223C.
2There were three courses: gustos (hors d ’oeuvres), which included tasty snacks o f
olives, shellfish, or vegetables; the main course, a variety o f meat and fish dishes served
together or in sequence; and the dessert, which usually was comprised o f fruits and nuts.
Nicholas R. E. Fisher, "Greek Associations, Symposia, and Clubs," in Civilisation o f the
A ncient M editerranean, ed. Michael Grant and Rachel Kitzinger (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1988), 2:1205. F o r the practice of eating appetizers, see Athenaeus The
D eipnosophists 2.58b-60b. See also an allusion to this in early Jewish practice: “When
they bring him food, he dips the lettuce in vinegar before he comes to the breaking o f the
bread.” M ishnahPeshalim 10:3. Cf. M att 26:23; Mark 14:20.
3This form is reflected in the Lord’s supper traditions in the N ew Testament in
which the wine is drunk “after supper [deipnori]” (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25).
4The food was removed and the wine bowl was brought in for the mixing o f the
wine. The proportion o f water to w ine varied, but the more common practice was five
parts o f water to two parts o f wine or three parts water to one part wine. To mark the start
o f the symposium a libation was given to the gods accompanied by other religious
ceremonies and the singing o f hymns. See Plato Symposium 176A; Plutarch Dinner o f
the Seven Wise M en 150D.
5Neyrey, "Meals, Food, and Table Fellowship," 161-162.
6Plutarch Table Talk 1.2.616A-B. For some extensive work done on the nature
and function o f symposium in antiquity, see Walter Burkert, "Oriental Symposia:
Contrasts and Parallels," in D ining in a Classical Context, ed. W illiam J. Slater (Ann
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much for its banquet as for the extended colloquium and drinking that followed.”1 It
could become “a tipsy affair,” with flute girls insinuating debauchery and mad carousing.2
The major features o f the symposium were leisurely drinking accompanied by
entertainment: songs,3 music, dance, drama o f mythical stories, erotic liaisons with one’s
couch mates or with the flute girl. Convivial philosophical conversations ensued.4
Athenaeus in the D eipnosophists makes mention of an ideal symposium described by
Xenophanes o f Colophon (ca. 570-478 B.C.E.) as “full of delight” :
Now, at last, the floor is swept, and clean are the hands o f all the guests, and their
cups as well; one slave puts plaited wreaths on their heads, another offers sweet
smelling perfume in a saucer; the mixing bowl stands full o f good cheer; and other
wine is ready, which promises never to give out-mellow wine in jars, redolent o f its
bouquet; and in the midst the frankincense sends forth its sacred fragrance; and there
is water, cool and fresh and pure. The yellow loaves he ready at hand, and a lordly
table groans with the weight o f cheese and luscious honey; an altar in the middle is
Arbor, MI: University o f Michigan Press, 1991), 7-24; Oswyn Murray, ed., Sympotica: A
Symposium on the Symposium (Oxford: Clarendon, 1991).
‘Neyrey, "Meals, Food, and Table Fellowship," 161.
2Plato Symposium 176E. A girl (Cleobulina) is noticed parting the hair o f an
invitee (Anarcharsis). She pays loving attention to him. Thales ventures to think that
while she is bestowing this affectionate attention on Anarcharsis, she is gaining some
knowledge through further conversation with him (cf. the woman who anointed Jesus).
Plutarch Dinner o f the Seven Wise M en 148C-E.
3Some typical banquet songs can be seen in George Howe and Gustave A. Harper,
eds., Greek Literature in Translation: The Spirit o f the Classics (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1924), 120-122.
4See Plato Symposium 176A, where Socrates dines at Agathon’s banquet.
Symposium 176E shows that Plato prefers to be entertained by philosophical discussions.
The Romans discussed more humane and friendly subjects during the symposia than the
Greeks. This tradition is very important when one attempts to appreciate the role o f table
fellowship in the Early Church. It was not uncommon for a philosopher to have a meal
with his disciples.
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banked all round with flowers, and singing and dancing and bounty pervade the
house. But men o f good cheer should first o f all praise the god with pious stories and
pure words; they should pour libations and pray for power to do the right (for that is
the duty closer to hand); chs no sin to drink as much as you can hold and still get
home without an attendant, unless you be very old. Praise that man who even in his
cups can show forth goodly thoughts, according as memory serves him and his zeal
for virtue is at full stretch. In no wise is it good to relate the fights o f Titans and
Giants nor o f Centaurs, the fictions o f men aforetime, or their violent factions, in
which there is nought that is wholesome; but it is good ever to have regard for the
gods.1
This account suggests an atmosphere that is a blend of religious solemnity and
festivity.2 Foss’s reconstruction of a triclinium in Pompeii provides a rich appreciation o f
a banquet scene in the first century. See figure 5.
As can be seen, the Greco-Roman banquet was a formal banquet that was highly
structured both in terms o f specific roles for the participants (a host, chief guest, other
guests) and specific courses o f foods (hors d ’oeuvres, main course, and dessert;
postprandial conversation and drinking). Presumably, the regulations that governed a
social group’s practice o f commensality reflect that body’s self-understanding and world
view in relation to other social structures and networks.3 Smith and Taussig have found
conventional patterns of social relations that m ake up the Greco-Roman banquet
ideology:4
1Athenaeus The Deipnosophists 11.462c-f.
2Thomas, 41.
3The squabble in Corinth over individual portions apparently was more than being
avaricious. Indubitably, the size of a member’s portion meant the amount o f the
member’s worth in the eyes of the group. In other words, the portion one received was
commensurate with his worth, providing a kind o f social barometer. See 1 Cor 11:20-22.
4Smith and Taussig, M any Tables, 30-35.
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POMPEII IX.1.7, room (e) Casa di Faccius A lexander
LECTUS MEDIUS
couch
niche

couch
niches

MENS A

VLCW tO

viridarium

Reconstruction of the triclinium
and the arrangement of
diners, couches, and table are
based on the size and
placement of couch niches.
key to couch position:
1: locus summits
2: locus medius
3: locus itnus

Lectus im us #1 is th e place
o f the master o f the house

1m

2 m.

Fig. 5. Reconstruction of the Standard Order o f Reclining Diners in Triclinium (e) of the Casa
di Paccius Alexander, IX. 1.7. Reprinted, by permission, from Pedar W illiam Foss, no pages,
accessed 5 June 2000; available from: http://.acad.depauw.edu/romarch/hgender.html; Internet.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

198

1. Social bonding. The meal created a special tie among diners.1 To refuse a
meal was to engender offense and grave insult. To abstain from what was offered was
enough evidence for labeling the offender as being eccentric.2
2. Social obligation. The community ties led to ethical obligations. Symposium
laws were formulated to govern behavior and conversation. Common etiquette was
classified as an important component of the symposium laws. Quarreling and abusive
behavior were prohibited.3
3. Social stratification. The diners were always cognizant o f their social ranking
order.4 In Greco-Roman society, “not only was food a significant marker o f social status,
but dining was also the primary means for social advancement in winning favors and
‘The sharing o f meals resulted in the establishment of friendships. See Plutarch,
Ouestiones Convivialis 612C-D. About 43 B.C.E., in his letter to Papirius Paetus in
Napes, Cicero exalted the place o f food as a commodity which created social harmony
and generated relaxed and friendly conversation. Cicero The Letters to H is Friends 9.24.
zThus, Seneca disapproves of some philosophers who practice asceticism, for this
behavior only earns one the disrepute of being hostile and ridiculous in the eyes o f the
common people. Commensality was designed for fellowship, and to engender a feeling
o f belonging to the community. See Seneca Letter 5:4.
3Cf. Paul’s instructions to forbid factions in 1 Cor 11:17-34; Sir 31:15, where the
Jewish sage devotes a section to meal etiquette.
4See Xenophon’s Symposium 1.8, where Autolycus’s father reclines and he sits
next to his father, although the banquet is in honor o f Autolycus. Reclining as a sign of
high social standing may be also inferred from the Jewish passover liturgy recorded in the
m. Pesah. 10.1, “And even the poorest Israelite should not eat until he reclines at his
table.” A sign o f “good order” was the positioning o f guests around the table reflecting
their social rank. The Essenes practiced rank order in their communal meals. See Rule o f
the Congregation lQ Sa 2.11-22.
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benefits from one’s superiors.”1 In the Hellenic period only free citizens could attend the
public banquets. Women, children, and slaves were forbidden to attend. The laws
became more relaxed during the Roman period.2 Lucian, in a fling o f satire, describes a
fictitious philosophical banquet where women were present and evidently reclined.3
4.

Social equality. While hierarchy in the social order was assumed, there existed

also a sense o f social equality among the diners.4 Plutarch makes reference to a banquet
where social ranking was abandoned and each invitee reclined at leisure wherever he
wished. This, according to Plutarch, makes the dinner a democratic affair without vanity
and ostentation, and not a viceregal one, where the rich man reclines and lords it over the
meaner folk.5 In this new social order the equality among men is preserved.
The Roman satirist Petronius, in his work Satyricon (one o f a small group of
1Alex T. Cheung, Idol Food in Corinth: Jewish Background and Pauline Legacy,
Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 176 (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1999), 35.
Respectable women did not attend the symposia. But in Roman dinner parties
respectable women could participate, though the privilege to recline became acceptable
only years later. Fisher, "Greek Associations," 1174.
3W hen an invited guest arrived late for the banquet, his couch was occupied and
he was invited to sit rather than recline. In an indignant retort, he prefers to recline on the
floor, for sitting at the table is “womanish and weak.” See Lucian Symposium 13.
4As early as Homer the concept o f “equal banquets” was practiced among heroes
(see Illia d 1.468, 602; 2.431), and as late as the second century “equal privilege” at the
table was practiced among the worshipers o f Zeus Panamoros. J. Hatzfeld, “Inscriptions
de Panamara,” Bulletin de correspondance hellenique 51 (1927): 73. See also Plato
Symposium 175B where Agathon institutes a banquet o f equality, at which each guest
sits in any position he wishes.
5Plutarch Table Talk 616C-F.
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writings about men and women who had to live by their wits), describes a famous meal
hosted by Trimalchio, a wealthy and ambitious ffeedman. This was offered in honor o f
his new rich acquaintances.1 This account offers rich insights into the cultural traditions
o f Greco-Roman commensality. It suggests a comparison with Early Christian meals.
Richard Pervo asserts that “Trimalchio is a classic caricature of status dissonance.”2
“Unlike many hosts, Trimalchio refused to grade his guests by different quantities and
qualities o f food. He had experienced too much social slight to engage in such a
practice.3 Trimalchio is at heart generous, but does not know how to make a proper use
o f his generosity.”4
Pervo provides an interesting and noteworthy analysis o f Trimalchio’s banquet,
and a social analysis o f banquets in general: “Food is a social substance and currency.
W hat one is able (and chooses) to serve expresses one’s own position and helps define
one’s relationship to others. W hat you, the guests, are offered is a measure o f your
standing in the eyes o f society and your host.”5
^ e e Petronius Arbiter, The Satyricon o/Petronius, trans. William Arrowsmith
(Ann Arbor: University o f Michigan, 1959), 25-83.
R ich ard Pervo, "Wisdom and Power: Petronius’ Satyricon and the Social World
o f Early Christianity," Anglican Theological R eview 67 (April 1985): 311.
3There is a messianic aspect to his banquet: free and abundant food for all (cf.
Matt 22; Luke 14), complete with (culinary) marvels. The poorer among the Christians at
Corinth would have appreciated this generosity.
4Pervo, "Wisdom and Power," 313. "Early Christianity was admirably equipped
with suitable instructions and instructors for ju st this sort of situation.” Ibid.
5Ibid., 311.
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All the sources used in this section offered compendious portraitures, tableaux
vivants, as it were, of the typical banquet scene among the ancient Greeks and Romans. I
have analyzed these findings and synthesized them into a summary o f the typical banquet
scene, illustrative of the manners and customs o f the Greco-Roman world.
In the Greco-Roman world, different occasions prompted the hosting o f a banquet.
Selected guests may include loved ones or associates and may be held in public or
private. An individual was invited to a banquet for a specific time. It may be held in his
honor or someone else’s. Repeated invitations were sent out, to remind guests o f their
appointment. The guests were supposed to dress for the occasion and may be
accompanied by friends, who must be prepared to take a low-ranking position.
Upon arrival at the banquet hall, the door was usually found opened. The guests
were greeted and ushered in (by servants or the host). Feet and hands were washed and
guests reclined in order o f rank, after which the food was brought in. The menu included
meat, fish, vegetables, fruits, and nuts. The meal might be interrupted by the late arrival
o f a gaudily clad guest who has forced his entry into the company of the guests. The
guests ate at leisure, after which hands were washed again, the tables moved, and the
floor swept. A bowl was brought in w hich undiluted wine was poured in for a libation
while pretty flute-girls entered. The host took a draft of the wine and passed the cup
around from the highest guest of honor to the lowest in ranking order. On this, the party
waxed merrier.
In the Greco-Roman society, the treatment of the banquet guests by a host was
proportionate to the guests’ standing in the eyes o f the public. The Greco-Roman banquet
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was used as a medium to create social bonding, social obligation, social stratification, and
social equality. Trimalchio undermined the conventional mode o f social ranking in
banquets, thereby creating a new social order.

New Testament Banquet Narratives Outside o f the Parables o f Jesus
The shared meal is a central feature in the New Testament. Neyrey posits: "What
the cross is to Jesus, the meal is to the Early Church: its primary symbol."1 The common
meal is located in a number o f diverse settings serving different functions, according to
its context. In the different contexts, the meals are never easy to read, for, as Neyrey
says, "much more communication is put forth than is apparent in the passing o f plates and
the eating of food."2 An important question, it seems, in New Testament times was,
"Who eats what with whom, under which circumstances?"3
In the New Testament, a meal may function as a boundary marker between groups
(Jesus and the Pharisees, Luke 15:1-2; Matt 9:9-13 = Mark 2:13-17 = Luke 5:27-32). A
meal may be used as a starting mechanism for new groups (Jesus’ Feeding o f the Crowds,
Matt 14:13-21 = Mark 6:32-44 = Luke 9:10b-17 = John 6:1-15; M att 5:32-39 = Mark 8:110; The Last Supper, Matt 26:17-29 = Mark 14:12-25 = Luke 22:7-20). Oftentimes, it is
used as an indicator o f hierarchy and internal social stratification (Places at a Feast, Luke
14:7-11). Sometimes it may be used as an occasion for reciprocity (Simon’s feast, Matt
Neyrey, "Meals, Food, and Table Fellowship," 168.
2Ibid., 169.
3Ibid„ 170.
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26:6-13 = Mark 14:3-9 = L u k e 7:36-50 = John 12:1-8).1
The meal materials may be classified under three related themes: (1) the impartial
generosity of God (Wedding at Cana, John 2:1-11; the Woman at Simon’s Feast, Matt
26:6-13 = Mark 14:3-9 = Luke 7:36-38 = John 12:1-8); (2) God’s care for the outcasts
(Jesus dines with Levi and Zacchaeus, Luke 19:1-10; Many Reclining with Abraham,
Matt 8:11); and (3) the establishments o f new social relationships (The Last Supper, Luke
2 2:14-28).2 This section uses these two taxonomies-functions and themes-in its analysis
o f the meals under study. Only meals that assume a banquet scenario and are outside the
parables of Jesus, and which provide elements that are useful for the development o f the
banquet type-scene, are considered.3
lHalvor Moxnes, "Meals and the New Community in Luke," SvenskExegetisk
ArsbokSX (1987): 158-167.
2Robert Karris, Luke: A rtist and Theologian (New York: Paulist, 1985), 47-78.
Note that the third theme overlaps with the first, and especially with the second function.
3Four short accounts that describe banquet scenes but are not amenable to the
type-scene analysis are the dycrrrn meal referred to in Jude 12, the eschatological banquet
in Matt 8:11, "the marriage supper o f the Lamb" in Rev 19:9, and "the great supper o f
God" in Rev 19:17-18. Yet, they are worth mentioning as they bear a few elements
common to the banquet scene. Also, they are well-known passages in the New
Testament.
The d'yd.Trq meal (2 Pet 2:13) or love feast or Christian fellowship meal created
an opportunity for the false teachers-"spots in the feasts"-who through greed, disorder,
and immorality, like "sunken reefs," waited to shipwreck the unwary. Many scholars see
this meal in the Early Christian Church as referring to the Lord’s Supper.
The eschatological meal in M att 8:11 deals with a saying o f Jesus on membership
in the kingdom of heaven. There is an open invitation even to the Gentiles to this dinner.
Those originally invited, the Jewish people, may even find themselves excluded. The
Hebrew patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, probably preside at this banquet.
"The marriage supper o f the Lamb" anticipates and stands in sharp contrast to "the
great supper of God" in Rev 19:17-18. Those invited to "the marriage supper o f the
Lamb" are described as "blessed" and represent the faithful saints. "The great supper o f
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The Dinners o f Levi and Zacchaeus
In the Gospels, Jesus is often seen participating in table-feilowship with the
outcasts o f society, mainly toll collectors and sinners.1 They were treated as social
undesirables and were disenfranchised and ostracized by the leading members of the
community, especially the Pharisees.2 Levi’s scene is definitely a great banquet, and it is
likely that Zacchaeus’s dinner constituted no small table. Both o f these would-be
disciples o f Jesus were toll-collectors.
Important for the development o f the banquet type-scene are the common
characteristics these two scenarios share. First, Jesus invites them to follow him. Then,
God" is a parody o f the messianic banquet alluded to in Ezek 39:17-20. Some banquet
constants in these two accounts are the bride, garments, and catchwords such as KaXeco,
epxopai, €o6lgS, and oapE,. Ka0i>iai is used to suggest the judgm ent theme.
lScholars are divided on the exact identification o f "sinners." This may refer to
those who violated the ceremonial prescriptions enforced by the rabbis (E. Earle Ellis,
The G ospel o f Luke, The New Century Bible Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1981], 107) or those who were involved in degrading occupations, because o f their
propensities to encourage connivance (John R. Donahue, "Tax Collectors and Sinners: An
Attempt at Identification," Catholic B iblical Quarterly 33 [1971]: 39) or those who
simply became contaminated by coming into contact with those objects that were unclean
(J. Massyngbeard Ford, M y Enem y Is M y Guest: Jesus a nd Violence in Luke [Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis, 1984], 72).
The New Testament is silent on the subject o f tax collectors. The word TeXo>i/T|s
is used to mean the tax farmer or tax collector. Josephus distinguished two types of tax
farmers: the official who raised the poll (tributum capitas) and the land taxes (tributum
agri), and the one responsible for the sales taxes, customs taxes, transport taxes, and other
minor taxes (toll collector). See Josephus Antiquities 18.4. The Pharisees despised the
toll collectors for their common dishonesty and uncleanness. F o r further details on tax
and toll collectors, see Donahue, "Tax Collectors and Sinners," 39-61. See also Malina
and Rohrbaugh, 82-83.
2See Luke 15:1-2. For instance, Feast o f Levi, Matt 9:9-13 = Mark 2:13-17 =
Luke 5:27-32; Meal with Zacchaeus, Luke 19:1-10.
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Jesus and his disciples openly eat with these outcasts. This is reminiscent o f the open
invitation to Yahweh’s banquet in Isa 25:6-10a. Both men received him with joy.1 The
Pharisees and scribes become indignant and begin to murmur. The narrative closes with
Jesus making a statement concerning his mission and redemptive purpose, thus refuting
the dissenters’ objections.

Feast of Simon
Another group o f people with whom Jesus is recorded as having table-communion
is the same who opposed his association with the tax collectors and sinners-the Pharisees.
On at least three occasions in the Gospels, Jesus dines with Pharisees.2 Only one of these
gives sufficient narrative material to warrant an investigation into the banquet type-scene.
An exceptional attribute o f this narrative is its exemplification o f all o f the four functions
and three themes of meals mentioned earlier. When all the synoptic parallels o f Simon’s
banquet feast are considered, certain notable characteristics emerge.
At the beginning o f the narrative, Jesus receives an invitation by a Pharisee. Jesus
is the supposed chief guest. Other honored guests are present (religious leaders). Jesus
takes his reclining position at the table. An uninvited female guest (a sinner) sneaks in.
She stands behind Jesus. She performs some questionable actions (flute-girl imagery).
‘See Luke 5:29 (Joy is implied in Levi’s great feast), Luke 19:6. Cf. Luke 15:5,
10, 32.
2Simon’s Feast, Matt 26:6-13 = Mark 14:3-9 = Luke 7:36-50 = John 12:1-8;
Dining with an Anonymous Pharisee, Luke 11:37-54; Cf. Matt 15:1-9; M ark 7:1-9;
Sabbath dinner with a Chief Pharisee, Luke 14:1-15.
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Those in the company become indignant (she may be cast out). She is reproached. She is
commended by Jesus (her gesture is interpreted as a good one by the narrator). The host
is rebuked (the lavish wastage o f ointment stands in contrast to the meager gesture o f the
host). Her work is described as having purposeful and redemptive value.
Some constants o f this banquet scene are as follows: A man prepares a banquet.
Selective invitations are sent out. The invitations are accepted. The chief guest and other
guests take their positions around the table. An uninvited guest enters and interrupts the
meal. While this narrative supposes the basic elements o f a banquet type-scene, it
presents a variation to the typical Greco-Roman banquet scene in the following ways:
The chief guest is not folly honored; his feet are not washed; perfome is not poured on his
head or his feet; an uninvited non-virgin does a good act; there is a reaction by other
guests. This type-scene reveals the complex relationship that existed between Jesus and
the Pharisees. The plot demonstrates the constant conflict and tension between the two
parties. It reveals the Pharisees’ hypocrisy as opposed to the outcast’s sincerity, their
unwitty opposition to Jesus as opposed to his wisdom.

The Wedding Feast at Cana
This account is found only in the Gospel o f John (John 2:1-11). A marriage takes
place in Cana. The mother o f Jesus is an invited guest. Jesus, as well as his disciples, is
also invited. The wine supply diminishes, and Jesus, though being a guest, is called
upon to provide the duty o f the host-to replenish the supply o f wine. Failure to supply
wine at such an auspicious occasion was cause for great social embarrassment. Jesus
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proceeds to have six large ceremonial jars filled to the brim with water, after which, he
instructs the servants to draw some and take it to the ruler o f the feast (the consul, in the
Roman tradition). A miracle occurs as the servants carry out the command o f Jesus in
which the water turns into wine. The miracle is attested by the response o f the man in
charge o f the banquet. He calls the bridegroom and praises him for the fine wine which
he has reserved for last.
Some elements o f this narrative that are important for the development o f the
banquet type-scene are: A wedding banquet is prepared. Selected guests are specifically
mentioned: the mother o f Jesus, Jesus, and Jesus’ disciples. Some regular banquet
motifs are wine, water, servants, and bridegroom. There seems to be an implicit contrast
between the w ater used for ceremonial cleansing according to Jewish purification rites
and the new wine provided by Jesus. This account presents a variation to the typical
banquet scene. It is shocking to see an invited guest providing the refreshments for the
banquet guests-the provision o f which was normally the responsibility o f the host. The
presence and role o f the ruler o f the feast suggest that the banquet was influenced by
formalities o f the Greco-Roman banquet.

The Last Supper
The Last Supper is the expression used to describe the last meal Jesus ate with his
disciples on the evening before his death. This meal is preserved in several versions in
the Synoptic Gospels.1 Additionally, two sources in the New Testament can facilitate a
‘M att 26:17-29 = M ark 14:12-25 = Luke 22:7-20.
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historical reconstruction o f the Last Supper1 Two main questions govern the
reconstruction o f the events o f the Last Supper. First, w hat kind o f meal was it? Second,
what was the accurate order of events during the meal?
Several views have been espoused by scholars as to what type o f meal Jesus’ Last
Supper was. There are those who believe that it was an ordinary, simple Jewish meal, but
that Jesus’ impending death gave it a special meaning.2 Others contend that it was a
qiddus meal, where a blessing was said at the beginning or during the meal on the eve of
the Sabbath or any feast day.3 Similarities between the Last Supper and the Qumran
sacred meal are recognized by some scholars.4 Some are o f the opinion that the Last
lJohn 13:1-30; 1 Cor 11:20-34.
d r iv e r , 515. Driver vigorously argues that all m eals o f Jewish antiquity,
“whether Essenes or o f Covenanters (Qumran community) or of Pharaisic ‘association,’
whether Paschal meal or qiddus, whether Last Supper o f Eucharist, were or arose out of
the ordinary evening meal o f any pious Jewish group; but a special character was given to
them when any event was brought into connection w ith them” (515). His main position is
that all the ceremonial Jewish meals originated from regular Jewish meals, and were then
adapted to particular rites o f specific events. To say, for instance, that the Lord’s Supper
had its antecedent in the Messianic Banquet is a travesty o f the facts, because all Jewish
and even Christian ritual meals find their provenance in the ordinary Jewish meal. H. H.
Rowley, The D ead Sea Scrolls and the New Testament (London: Talbot, 1964), 16; Hugh
Anderson, Jesus and Christian Origins (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), 294297.
3Yngve Brilioth, Eucharistic Faith and Practice, Evangelical and Catholic, trans.
A. G. Herbert (New York: Macmillan, 1939), 10, 38-39; G. H. Box, "The Jewish
Antecedents o f the Eucharist," Journal o f Theological Studies 3 (1902): 368.
4These similarities are the bread and wine, the blessing, and the eschatological
significance. See M atthew Black, The Scrolls and C hristian Origins (New York: Charles
Scribner’s, 1961), 168; F. F. Bruce, "Jesus and the Gospels in the Light o f the Scrolls," in
The Scrolls a n d Christianity, ed. Matthew Black (London: Talbot, 1969), 77-78; Cyrus
H. Gordon, A dventures in the Nearest East (London: Phoenix House, 1957), 141; Kuhn,
84-85. Stauffer m aintains that these similarities are as a result o f Jesus’ direct or indirect
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Supper was a fellowship meal in memory o f Jesus and which started a new era that would
be completed in the future.1 Dodd and others advocate that it was an eschatological meal
in anticipation of the Messianic banquet to be celebrated in heaven.2 Finally, many other
scholars claim the Last Supper was a farewell meal within the setting o f the Passover
meal, which anticipated the eschatological meal to be eaten in the Kingdom.3
The Passover meal is favored by most conservative scholars. Some of the more
prominent proponents o f this view are Smith, Saldarini, Marshall, Jeremias, Albright, and
Mann.4 All three Synoptic writers seem to identify the meal as a Passover meal.5
relation with the Qumran Community. See Ethelbert Stauffer, Jesus and the W ilderness
Community at Oumran, trans. Hans Spalteholz (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 5. Driver
reacts to this position by insisting that the Lord’s Supper only superficially resembles the
common meals of the Essenes and the Qumran Community. Driver, 515.
Edward Kilmartin, The Eucharist in the Prim itive Church (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1965), 10; Joseph Klausner, From Jesus to Paul, trans. William F.
Stinespring (Boston: Beacon, 1961), 258.
2C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching (N ew York: Harper and Row, 1964), 93;
Willi Marxsen, The Beginnings o f Christology: A Study in Its Problems, trans. Paul
Achteimer (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 63; Jack Finnegan, Light from the Ancient Past
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), 290.
3Johannes Betz, "Eucharist," Sacramentum M m d i: An Enclopedia o f Theology,
ed. Karl Rahner, Cornelius Ernst, and Devin Smyth (New York: Herder and Herder,
1970), 2:257-268; Schweizer believes that this meal was analogous to the farewell meals
o f the dying Patriarchs. See Eduard Schweizer, The L o rd ’s Supper According to the New
Testament, trans. James Davies (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967), 3, 24.
4See Barry D. Smith, J esu s’Last Passover M eal (Lampeter, Wales: Mellen,
1993); Saldarini, 51-79; A. J. B. Higgins, The L o rd ’s Supper in the New Testament
(London: SCM, 1964), 22-23; W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, The Gospel o f According
to Matthew, Anchor Bible, vol. 26 (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1971), 320.
Marshall believes that Jesus held the Passover meal earlier than the official date, and that
he was able to do so because o f calendar differences among the Jews. I. Howard
Marshall, Last Supper a n d L o rd ’s Supper (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 57-75.
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Furthermore, early Christian tradition suggests that it was a Passover meal.1
Undoubtedly, it would not have been strange for the early Christian believers and writers,
who actually were Jews, and who still practiced the Jewish traditions, to link this meal
with the Passover celebration and use Passover symbolism and allusions to understand
Jesus’ actions.
Scholars agree that the order o f events at the Last Supper o f Jesus with his
disciples, though sketchy, offers some parallels to the Jewish Seder (order o f the meal).2
However, if one wishes to use the Jewish Passover as a paradigm to understand the Last
Supper, two major challenges are faced. First, by the time o f Jesus the Passover had
undergone a long period o f development, often difficult to trace. In the first century,
Passover practices were not always uniform. Thus, one must be cautious o f reliance on a
single textual tradition as evidence for actual practice.3 Second, the account o f the
Passover meal is found only in m. Pesah. 10:1-13 and its counterpart in the Tosefta 10:113. This is problematic, since the question is still unanswered whether these two sources
Jeremias did one o f the most outstanding studies on the Passover feast. Joachim
Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words o f Jesus, 3d ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 84.
Thurian, who believes that the Last Supper was probably an ordinary meal, supports the
notion that it was set within the framework o f the Passover meal. Max Thurian, The
Eucharistic M emorial, trans. J.G. Davies (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1968), 2:1, 87.
sMatt 26:20 = Mark 14:14 = Luke 22:15.
l l Cor 5:7.
B orm an Theiss attempts to reconstruct the Seder in New Testament times in "The
Passover Feast o f the New Covenant," Interpretation 48 (January 1994): 18-23.
d ictio n a ry o f Jesus and the Gospels, 1992 ed., s.v. "Feasts."
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can be used to reconstruct a typical first-century Passover meal since they originate from
the post-70 A.D. period.
The accounts o f the Last Supper in the New Testament are varied and sometimes
confusing. There are differing degrees o f support for the different accounts. Some claim
Mark preserves the original account.1 Others prefer Luke’s narrative as the m ost accurate
form.2 Some scholars argue for the precedence o f the more liturgical or institutional
account found in First Corinthians, owing to its date o f composition.3 Over against these
claims is the view that the different narratorial forms originate from one primitive form.
To bring added confusion to the historical account is the attempt to harmonize Johannine
chronology with that o f the Synoptics.4
Jerem ias, The Eucharistic Words o f Jesus, 138-203; Higgins, 24-44, especially
24; Herman Patsch, Abendm ahl und historischer Jesus (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag, 1971),
59-105; R. Pesch, D as Abendmahl un d Jesu Todesverstandnis (Freiburg: Herder, 1978),
25-34.
2H. Schurmann, D er Einsetzungsbericht L k 22:19-20 (Munster: Aschendorff,
1955); cf. I. Howard Marshall, The G ospel o f Luke: A Commentary on the G reek Text
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1978), 799-807. Saldarini posits that i f the Synoptic writers
understood the meal as a Passover meal, Luke’s liturgical formula most accurately
preserves the original setting. On two occasions, Luke mentions Jesus’ giving his
disciples bread and wine (Luke 22:15-18; 19-20). Saldarini, 69.
3Johannes Behm, "icXdo), icXdoxs, KXaopa," TDNT, 3:730-732; Willi Marxsen,
The L o rd ’s Supper as a C hristologicalProblem (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), 4-8;
Gunther Bomkamm, Early Christian Experience (London: SCM., 1974), 134-138;
Schweizer, The L o rd ’s Supper, 10-17.
4A partial list o f scholars who contend that there is no synchronic correspondence
between John’s chronology and that o f the synoptic writers is as follows: G. Dalman,
Jesus-Jeshua (London: SPCK, 1929); S. Zeitlin, "The Last Supper as an Ordinary Meal
in the Fourth Gospel," Jewish Quarterly Review 42 (1951/52): 251-260; idem, "The Time
o f the Passover," Jewish Quarterly Review 42 (1951/52): 45-50; George Ogg, "The
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From the observations made above, one realizes that an enquiry into the issues
regarding the order o f events and dating o f the Last Supper is no small task.1 It can lead
far afield-from the Old Testament to the New Testament; from ancient Judaism to
rabbinic Judaism, the study of patrology, not to mention the problems o f calendar
reckoning, in addition to the range o f languages one must encounter. Therefore, an exact
reconstruction o f its chronology may not be totally practical, as the sources outside the
New Testament are voluminous and those within the New Testament are at times
tenuous. Consequently, any order o f events and dating of the Passover meal must allow
for a degree o f error in its reconstruction.
Because o f the uncertainties o f the chronology o f events in the Last Supper, no
attempt is made to delineate a sequence o f actions in the narratives. However, a few
Chronology o f the Last Supper," in Theological Collections VI: Historicity and
Chronology in the New Testament (London: SCM, 1965), 75-96; Jeremias, The
Eucharistic Words o f Jesus, 41-84; R. Pesch, D as M arkusevangelium, 2 vols. (Freiburg:
Herder, 1977), 2:323-328; Marshall, L o rd ’s Supper and Last Supper, 57-75; Raymond
Brown, The G ospel According to John, 2 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1970), 2:555-558;
C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978),
530-546; R. Schnackenburg, Commentary o f the G ospel o f John, 3 vols. (London: Bum
and Oates, 1982), 3:33-47; Leon Morris, The G ospel According to John (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1971), 774-785; E. Haenchen, A Commentary on the Gospel o f John, 2 vols.
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 2:178.
Annie Jaubert, whose work is described as a watershed in research into the
chronology o f the Passion week, tried to resolve the issue by arguing that John was using
a different calendar (the Essene) from the Synoptic writers and that Jesus actually hosted
the meal a few days prior (Tuesday evening) to the actual Passover. However, not many
scholars are convinced o f this position. See Annie Jaubert, The Date o f the Last Supper
(Staten Island: Alba House, 1965), 119-121.
^ o r a concise overview of the extensive nature o f the problem, see Dictionary o f
Jesus and the Gospels, s.v. "Feasts."
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constants in the banquet scene are worth mentioning. Some conventional motifs in the
Last Supper narratives are: the invitation o f the selected guests (presumed), preparation,
banquet hall, washings, a host, guests, cup, wine, bread. The guests were all washed.
They all reclined. They partook: o f bread and wine. Jesus acted as host in this banquet
scene. A definite variation o f the banquet scene is the host’s gesture o f washing the feet
o f the guests, a task usually delegated to servants.1 From all indications, this was a
Jewish meal influenced in certain ways by Greco-Roman practices o f commensality.
Evidently, banquets in the New Testament era displayed the basic elements o f all preNew Testament banquets, yet are most influenced by the Greco-Roman banquets.

Banquets in Early Christian Noncanonical Literature
The literature o f the Early Christian E ra also deserves attention, as the milieu of
thinking was predominantly static during the very early centuries. Three narratives are
continuous with a banquet scenario during this period. Two are found in the A cts o f
Thomas, and one in 5 Esra.

Two Banquets in the Acts o f Thomas
An outstanding banquet scenario is related in the A cts o f Thomas.1 M uch o f the
'Cf. Aseneth’s gesture as host in washing Joseph’s feet in Joseph and Aseneth.
testim o n ial evidence for the existence o f the A cts o f Thomas is somewhat late
and is cited by Church Fathers Epiphanius and Augustine (Epiphanius adversus LX X X
Haereses 2.47. 1; Augustine de Sermone D om ini in monte 1.20, 65). These patristic
references object to the heterodoxy o f the Acts. Judas Thomas (or Didymus, the twin
brother of Jesus) is mentioned as its author, who has secret knowledge comparable to the
Thomas in the Gospel o f Thomas. Edessa, Syria, is perhaps the place of origin. The
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interest in A cts o f Thomas lies in the odes and sermons. The narrative begins with Judas
Thomas being sold to the merchant Abban and taken to India. In this way he is
comparable to Joseph and Jesus, who were “sold,” but finally saved m any.1 As in the
biblical tradition o f Thomas’s doubting character, Thomas refuses to go. When he finally
arrives by boat at the royal city o f Andrapolis, he hears the melodious sounds o f music.
He inquires to the meaning o f this celebration. He is informed that the king is having a
wedding banquet for his daughter.
All men are invited to the feast by heralds, “both rich and poor, bond and free,
strangers and citizens.2 But if anyone should refuse and not come to the marriage, he is
answerable to the king”3 (A cts Thom., 4). The author o f A cts o f Thomas repeats the
response of Abban and Judas, “Let us also go . . . . Let us go” (4). Abban, the merchant,
is known by the community, but Judas is a stranger, yet he is invited.4 They enter the
banquet hall, and sit in different places: Abban, the master, apparently sits in a higher
earliest fragmentary MSS o f the A cts o f Thomas extant today go back to the fifth-sixth
century in Syriac. The date o f the original A cts o f Thomas is probably the third century.
lWilhelm Schneemelcher, ed., New Testament Aprocrypha: W ritings Relating to
the Apostles, Apocalypses, and R elated Subjects (Cambridge, England: James Clarke,
1992), 2:326.
2Cf. Isa 2 5 :6-10a; Jesus’ open invitation to all classes o f people.
3Literally, "everyone who does not come to the feast, is in danger o f the anger o f
the king." This is the theme o f judgment. Apparently, a town was invited to a Jewish
wedding by heralds. See Samuel Krauss, Talmudische Archaologie, 3 vols. (Hildesheim:
Olms, 1966), 1:40-41.
4Cf. Greco-Roman banquet invitees under the section "Greco-Roman banquets,"
above.
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position.
The dinner begins, but Judas will not eat. W hen asked the reason for his
abstinence, he says it is so he “m ight accomplish the will o f the king” (5). Judas then
repeats the judgment o f those who failed to listen to the heralds. After this he anoints
himself with perfume, wears a purple wreath, and holds the palm branch. Apparently he
portrays him self as a groomsman.1 About that same time, a Hebrew flute girl enters and
plays for a while over his head (6a).2 A cup-bearer then strikes Judas, who promises
forgiveness in the world to come.3 Judas then begins a wedding song (6-7); metaphorical
allusions serve as the interpretive key which makes it possible to read the poem at two
levels, the figurative and the literal.
The song (6, lines 1-50) gives a detailed description o f the bride. H er fingers
show the gates o f the city (Jerusalem).4 Seven groomsmen, seven bridesmaids, and
twelve others minister to her. The bridegroom is gazed upon by the attendants.5 They are
!A. F. J. Klijn, The A cts o f Thomas: Introduction, Text, Commentary,
Supplements to Novum Testamentum (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1962), 167. Schneemelcher
posits that Judas “disguises himself as the suffering Christ while he reclines in the midst
o f the guests, so that the wedding banquet symbolizes both the royal wedding feast and
also the Last Supper.” Schneemelcher, 329.
2Cf. the woman who anointed Jesus, Matt 26:7 = Mark 14:3 = Luke 7:37-38 =
John 12:3.
3Comparable to Jesus’ words on the cross.
4And the city is called Andrapolis, meaning “man-city.” So the king represents
God.
5Cf. the parable o f The Ten Virgins.
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privileged to sit down with the princes, abide at the supper, put on royal garments,1 and
rejoice while eating and drinking.2
After the wedding hymn, Judas’s appearance changed. He “kept his eyes only on
the ground,” being oblivious to anyone about him, “waiting for the time when he might
take his departure” (8).3 It is possible that the author inteijects the narrative o f the
wedding o f the king’s daughter with the wedding hymn, to figuratively describe the
marriage of Christ to the Church, “the daughter o f light,” in line l.4 In lines 23-29, the
hymn speaks about the bridal chamber, but does not mention the wedding.5 Also, in lines
30-39, in the Greek version, the universe participates in the heavenly joy, but in the
Syriac version the church alone is described.
Another banquet scene is found in A cts o f Thomas 146. In prayer, Thomas refers
to several New Testament parables to demonstrate that he did the will o f God. He says:
When called to the dinner I have come, released from the field and wife; may I not,
then, be cast out, but blamelessly taste o f it! To the wedding have I been invited, and
have put on white robes;6 may I be worthy o f them and not go out, bound hand and
lCf. the parable o f the Wedding Garment (denotes royal dignity).
2Cf. the Heavenly Banquet. For further details on the hymn see, Klijn, 168-176.
3Schneemelcher believes that the first clause refers to the dead Christ on the cross,
and the last clause represents the ascension from the cross. Schneemelcher, 335.
4 Cf. Eph 5:25-27; 2 Cor 11:2; see also R. Murray, Symbols o f Church and
Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1975), 13 Iff.
5Cf. Matt 25:1-13; 9:15.
6White robes may be outfits for wedding banquets. Cf. the parable o f the Ten
Virgins, Matt 25:1-13.
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foot, into outer darkness t My lamp shines with its light; may its Lord preserve it
(keep it burning) until he leaves the bridal house and I receive him; may I not see it
extinguished for lack o f oil I Let mine eyes behold thee and my heart rejoice, because
I have fulfilled thy will and accomplished thy command! Let me be like the wise and
God-fearing servant, who with careful diligence did not neglect his vigilance!
Watching all the night I have wearied myself, to guard my house from robbers, that
they might break in. My loins have I girded with truth and my shoes have I bound to
my feet, that I may not see their thongs loosened altogether. M y hands have I put to
the yoked plough, and have not turned away backward, that the furrows may not be
crooked. The field is become white and the harvest is at hand, that I m ay receive my
reward. My garment that grows old I have worn out, and the laborious toil that leads
to rest I have accomplished. I have kept the first watch and the second and the third,
that I may behold thy face and worship thy holy radiance.1
Early Christian thinking is evident in the A cts o f Thomas. W riters o f early
Christian noncanonical literature liberally used material from traditions originating from
the Old and New Testaments and adapted them to fit their thinking. Thus, an open
invitation for all to attend the banquet is m ade by the king (God). Dire consequences are
met by those who receive the invitation and refuse to attend. The wedding imagery-the
bride and the bridegroom, the bridesmaids (and groomsmen); the change o f garments, the
rejoicing and eating and drinking-reverberate with biblical narratives. The imagery in the
Wedding Hymn and Thomas’s citation o f several parables echo the parables o f the Ten
Virgins and the Wedding Garment.

The Banquet in 5 Esra
Another non-canonical Early Christian document that brings some light to the
banquet study is 5 Esra} The book provides an invective against the Jewish people in the
lA cts Thom. 146-147, line 8.
25 Esra complements 6 Esra. They were written around A.D. 200. The former is
a Christian Apocalypse introduced in the first two chapters o f the Latin MSS o f 4 Esra.
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first section (1:4-40), followed by comforting promises to Christians in the second (2:1048). The writer instructs his readers to
arise and stand and behold the number o f those who are sealed at the banquet o f the
Lord. Those who have withdrawn from the shadow o f this world have received
shining garments from the Lord. Receive, O Zion, thy number and embrace those
who are clothed in w hite, who have fulfilled the law o f the Lord. The number o f thy
children, whom thou desirest, is complete; beseech the rule o f the Lord that thy
people, whom I have called from the beginning, may be sanctified (2.38-41).
Then the author describes the innumerable company singing on M ount Zion. In the midst
o f them stood a tall, outstanding figure-the Son o f God (2:42-48).
From all indications, literature that depicts the Early Christian banquet scene finds
its antecedents in earlier sources, especially in the New Testament banquet imagery, and
should be studied from that viewpoint. What actually took place in the life of the Early
Church was a creative adaptation o f the common banquet tradition to fit the specific
needs of the local, social, and cultural situation.

Banquets in Rabbinic Literature
Banquet scenes are common in rabbinic parables. Although rabbinic parables are
dated by scholars more than a century after those in the Gospels, some o f the authorities
cited in these parables are roughly contemporary and even earlier than the Synoptic texts.
Thus, responsible Bible scholars would be amiss in totally ignoring the echoes o f Jewish
culture, tradition, and theology, as preserved in Jewish rabbinic literature in the study of
The latter is the concluding chapters (15 and 16) appended to the same Latin MSS. For
further study on the dating, contents, and significance of 5 E sra and 6 E sra, see
Schneemelcher, 2:641.
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the parables o f Jesus.
As early as 1914, A dolf Buchler presented several instances in rabbinic literature
that bear similarity in circumstances and manner to Gospel parables.1 Later, Louis
Finkelstein and Judah Goldin argued that the Tannaitic midrash, A bot de Rabbi Nathan^
preserves an earlier Jewish tradition. This midrash recounts how R. Eleazar b. Arach
masterly used a parable to console R. Johanan ben Zachai who was grieving over the
death o f his son. In Finkelstein’s view, this tradition must be ascribed an earlier date
owing to the prominence given to R. Eleazar b. Arach, although he later abandoned the
sages.3
However, Jacob Neusner adamantly disagrees with this stance. In his magisterial
work on Pharisaic traditions before 70 A.D., Neusner dealt an enduring blow to the use of
second-century rabbinic parables to understand and interpret the parables o f Jesus. His
contention is that there is no evidence of rabbinic parables like those o f Jesus prior to
A.D. 70.4 He criticizes Bultmann’s comparison o f Jesus’ parables with what he thinks
did not exist and insists that rabbinic parables cannot be used legitimately as a source for
^ e e A dolf Buchler, "Learning and Teaching in the Open Air in Palestine," Jewish
Quarterly Review 4 (1914): 485-491.
2See S. Schechter, ed., A bot de Rabbi Nathan (Vienna: Lippe, 1887), version A,
ch. 14.
3For a detailed explanation o f this position, see L. Finkelstein, M evo Lemesechtot
Avot Veavot D erabbi Natan (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1950), xxxiixxxiii, 42-44; Judah Goldin, The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan (New York:
Schocken, 1974), 21.
4See Neusner’s conclusion in Jacob Neusner, The Rabbinic Traditions about the
Pharisees before 70, vol. 3 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971), 301-319.
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Jesus’ parable in any diachronic or genetic sense.1
Since Bultmann and Jeremias, it has been customary to compare certain o f Jesus’
parables with those o f the rabbis after AJ>. 70. A study o f Johnston’s 325 Tannaitic
parables reveals that there are more similarities than differences between the parables o f
Jesus and those of the rabbis.2 Thoma and Lauer’s work on rabbinic parables has ably
demonstrated the close parallels that exist with the Gospels’ parables. There is similarity
in structure and teaching techniques.3 Blomberg argues that the form and structure o f the
‘Neusner remonstrates: “As to similitudes and similar forms, we find no
equivalent.. . . Paradox is not a dominant characteristic o f the Pharisaic-rabbinic sayings.
. . . Hyperbole and metaphors are not common. As to such similitudes as
servant/master, tower/war, lost sheep/lost coin, the thief, faithful servant, children at
play, leaven, seed growing o f itself, treasure in the field, pearl o f great price, fish net,
house builder, fig tree, returning householder, prodigal son, unjust steward, two sons, and
the like—we have nothing of the same sort. It is true that later rabbinic materials make use
o f similitudes. But the Pharisaic stratum is notably lacking in them. Bultmann’s rabbinic
parallels are all from masters after 70.” Jacob Neusner, "Types and Forms in Ancient
Jewish Literature: Some Comparisons," H istory o f Religions 11 (1972): 376.
2See Johnston, "Parabolic Interpretations Attributed to Tannaim," especially 526555. Cf. John Dominic Crossan, C liffs o f Fall, 19. Crossan supports the notion that the
parables o f Jesus cannot be studied against the backdrop o f rabbinic parables. Using
Johnston’s schema, he argues that “in the light of subsequent rabbinical parables after his
period, one might have expected the syntactics o f Jesus’ parabolic presentation to have
appeared
What is evident is that point (1), the illustrand, is usually the Kingdom of
God . . . and not a moral problem or a scriptural difficulty. And while points (2) and (3)
. . . appear also in Jesus’ format, the absence o f points (4) and (5) is very striking.”
Crossan reasons that whenever points (4), the terminal application, and (5), the Scriptural
Application, are present in Jesus’ parable, the Early Christian Church apparently is
responsible, since “Christian transmission tends to add them to original parables.”
Crossan fails to recognize that forty years after the ministry o f Jesus, development, if any
at all, in parabolic structure would have been negligible, in an environment where change
was rather slow.
3See C. Thoma and S. Lauer, D ie Gleichnisse der Rabbinen (Bern: Peter Lang,
1986), 33-320.
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rabbinic texts remained relatively constant after the first century. His premise is that
since from the second to the sixth century forms o f rhetoric remained practically static, it
is unlikely that the first century would have employed drastically different methods o f
illustration and debate.1 Perrin also recognizes that rabbinic parables are the closest in
"literary form and function" to Jesus’ parables.2 Scott has gone so far as to use ninthcentury rabbinic texts to illuminate first-century beliefs.3
Scholars whose studies concentrate on Jewish background, such as Petuchowski
and Flusser, insisted that a synchronic correspondence lies between the theological
outlook o f rabbinic and Gospel parables.4 Flusser5s approach used the scientific method
to make comparisons between Gospel parables and those o f the rabbis. His student Brad
Young is unswervingly convinced that “not only do the rabbinic parables and those of the
Gospels have a common structure, similarities in motifs, parallel in themes, identical
forms, and like plots; they also frequently betray the same theological message.”5 This
observation is important for the support for this study, as it confirms the relevance of
comparing the rabbinic parables with those o f the Gospels.
^lo m b erg , Interpreting the Parables, 59.
2See Perrin, Jesus and the Language o f the Kingdom, 95-96.
3See Scott, H ear Then the Parable, 18.
4See Jacob Petuchowski, "The Theological Significance o f the Parable in
Rabbinic Literature and the New Testament," Christian N ews from Israel 23 (19721973): 76-86; David Flusser, Die rabbinischen Gleichnisse undder Gleichniserzahler
Jesus.
sYoung, The Parables, 33.
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I have grouped the rabbinic parables according to their common structure and
homogeneous components. The interpretation given in some of the parables is not the
major concern o f this section. The structural elements that help to facilitate the banquet
type-scene are given greater attention.

Abundant Food for All
B ar M aayan’s Banquet.'
ch. 6, halakah 8

Sanhedrin 23c,

But when Bar Maayan, the village tax collector died, the whole town took
time off to mourn h im .. . .
Now what was the meritorious deed which Bar Maayan the village tax
collector had done?
Heaven forfend! He never did a meritorious deed in his life. But one time he
made a banquet for the councilors o f his town but they did not come. He said, "Let
the poor come and eat the food, so that it does not go to waste."1
In this parable, an invitation for a special group was given. The invitees did not attend,
so Bar Maayan invited the poor and the needy to attend. Though Bar Maayan was a tax
collector and hated by many, he was eulogized for his single act o f great charity.

The G re at B anquet for M any: M idrash I,
Ps 25:9
R. Eleazar told a parable o f a king who prepared a great banquet and charged his
steward: "Invite me merchants; do not invite me artisans." Thereupon, his steward
1Jacob Nuesner, The Talmud o f the Land o f Israel Sanhedrin andM akkot
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 181. Jeremias purports that this parable,
which occurs in Aramaic, has its roots in an Egyptian folktale regarding the reversal o f
fortune in the after life. It tells o f the journey o f Si-Osiris, the son o f Setme Chamois to
the underworld (cf. the parable o f the Rich Man and Lazarus, Luke 16:19-31).
Alexandrian Jews brought the story to Palestine where it became a popular story in the
time o f Jesus. See Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 178, 183.
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said: "My lord king, so abundant is thy banquet that the merchants will not be able to
eat it all, unless the artisans are part o f the company." Even so, David said:
"According to thy mercy remember thou me, for thy goodness sake, O Lord," as is
said, "the Lord is good to all" (Ps 145:9).1
A king prepares a great banquet. Here is another instance where an important figure
instructs his steward to invite a selected group o f people. The steward advises him to
invite the common folk also, for there is abundant food for all.

T he B anquet and the G uests: M idrash I,
Ps 25:9.
R. Jose bar Chanina told a parable o f a king who prepared a banquet and invited
guests. The fourth hour passed, and the guests did not come. The fifth and sixth
hours passed, and still the guests did not come. By evening the guests began to arrive.
The king said to them: “I am beholden to you. Had you not come, I would have had
to throw the whole banquet to my dogs. Even so, the Holy One, blessed be he, says to
the righteous: I consider this a great favor on your part, for I created my world
because o f you; and were it not for you, all the goodness which I have prepared for the
future, of which it is said, ‘Oh how abundant is thy goodness, which thou has laid up
for them that fear thee’ (Ps 31:20), to whom could I give it?”2
A king is the host. He prepares a banquet. Selected guests are invited. Invited guests are
slow to arrive. There is suspense as it becomes later. The feast would have been given to
strangers, if the invited guests had not come.
lW. Braude, The M idrash on Psalms (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958),
1:352.
2S. Buber, ed., M idrash Tehilim (Wilna: Wittwa and Gebruder Romm, 1885), 107.
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Trickles from the Palace: t Sotah 11:3‘
It is like a king who had a large palace. The doors were shut, but over the doors
protruded a balcony, upon which were food and drink, delicacies, and all possible
abundance. Upon another balcony, next to the first, were figs, grapes, pomegranates,
and every kind o f delicious thing. Next to this, on another balcony, were silken
garments and every kind o f vestment. The people outside came and had sufficient
from what came out o f the palace o f the king. W hat did the passers-by say? From
what comes out o f the palace o f the king thou canst imagine what is inside the palace
o f the king.
Even so canst thou leam from the chastisement o f the righteous in this world
the degree o f the punishments o f the wicked in the world to come; and from the
prosperity o f the impious in this world canst thou leam the reward o f the righteous in
the world to come.
Again, the imagery in this parable reflects the plenitude in the king’s house. There is
enough for all, even for those on the outside. The shut door, food, and garment motifs are
highlighted.

The Wise and Foolish Guests
The Wise and Foolish Invitees: b. Sabbat 153a
(R. Johanan b. Zakkai, 1)
We learnt elsewhere, R. Eliezer said: "Repent one day before your death" [cf. Sir 5:7].
His disciples asked him: "Does one know on what day he will die? He said: "Then all
the more reason that he repent today, lest he die tomorrow, and thus his whole life is
spent in repentance. And Solomon too said in his wisdom: "Let thy garments be
always white; and let not thy head lack ointment" (Eccl 9:8).
R. Johanan b. Zakai said: "A parable. It is like a king who summoned his
servants to a banquet w ithout appointing a time. The w ise ones adorned themselves
and sat at the door o f the palace, [‘for,’] said they, ‘is anything lacking in a royal
palace?’ The fools went about their work, saying, ‘can there be a banquet without
preparations?’ Suddenly the king desired [the presence of] the servants: the wise
lThe designations and translations o f the parables from this point onward are
taken from Johnston’s “Parabolic Interpretations Attributed to Tannaim.” Although these
designations have little relevance for this study, they serve the purpose o f identification in
subsequent sections.
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entered adorned, while the fools entered soiled. The king rejoiced at the wise but was
angry with the fools. ‘Those who adorned themselves for the banquet,’ ordered he,
‘let them sit, eat and drink. B ut those who did not adorn themselves for the banquet,
let them stand and watch.’"
R. M eir’s son-in-law said in R. M eir’s name: "Then they too would merely
look on, being in attendance. But both sit, the former eating and the latter hungering,
the former drinking and the latter thirsting, for it is said: "Therefore thus saith the
Lord God: ‘Behold, my servants shall eat, but ye shall be hungry; behold, my servants
shall drink, but ye shall be thirsty; behold, my servants shall rejoice, but ye shall be
ashamed; behold, my servants shall sing for jo y o f heart, but ye shall cry for sorrow o f
heart.’ (Isa 65:13ff).
In this instance, the king not only summons his servants (normally, it would be special
guests) to a banquet, but does not indicate the time. This is a variation in the normal plot
o f a banquet story. Preparation with appropriate dress and readiness for when the banquet
door opens are the main requisites for entrance into the banquet. The wise servants
prepare themselves and the foolish do not. Suddenly, the announcement to enter is made.
The wise entered adorned, and the foolish soiled. The king inspects and distinguishes the
wise from the foolish. He is pleased with the wise, but becomes indignant over the
foolish. There are rewards for the wise and punishment for the foolish. Cf. Matt 22:1114; 25:1-13. This parable carries an eschatological ring.1

The W ise and Foolish Invitees: Ecclesiastes
Rabbah 9:8:1 (R. Judah ha-Nasi, 5)
"Let the garments be always white; and let thy head lack no oil" (Eccl 9:8). R.
Johanan b. Zakkai said: "If the text speaks o f white garments, how many o f these
have the peoples o f the world; and it speaks o f good oil, how much o f it do the
peoples o f the world possess! Behold, it speaks only o f precepts, good deeds, and
Torah."
^ f . Sanhedrin 97a-b, which expresses a high level o f messianic expectation in the
Tannaitic period.
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R. Judah ha-Nasi parabled it: "A parable [or, R Judah ha-Nasi: "They parable
a parable"]. Unto what is the matter like? It is like a king who made a banquet to
which he invited guests. He said to them: ‘Go, wash yourselves, brush up your
clothes, anoint yourselves with oil, wash your garments, and prepare yourselves for
the banquet.’ But he fixed no time when they were to come to it. The wise among
them walked about by the entrance o f the king’s palace, saying: ‘Does the king’s
palace lack anything?’ The foolish among them paid no regard or attention to the
king’s command. They said: ‘We will in due course notice when the king’s banquet
is to take place, because can there be a banquet without labor and company?’ So the
plasterer went to his plaster, the potter to his clay, the smith to his charcoal, and
washer to his laundry. Suddenly the king ordered: ‘Let them all come to the banquet.’
They hurried the guest, so that some came in their splendid attire and others came in
their dirty garments. The king was pleased with the wise ones who have obeyed his
command, and also because they had shown honor to the king’s palace. He was
angry with the fools who had neglected his command and disgraced his palace. The
king said: ‘Let those who have prepared themselves for the banquet come and eat o f
the king’s meal, but those who have not prepared themselves shall not partake of it.
You might suppose that the latter were simply to depart; but the king continued: ‘No,
[they are not to depart]; but the former shall recline and eat and drink, while these
shall remain standing, be punished, and look on and be grieved.
Even so in the Hereafter [at the time to come], as Isaiah says: ‘Behold, my
servants shall eat, but ye shall be hungry’ (Isa 65:13).
This is an elaboration o f The Wise and the Foolish Invitees: b. Sabbat 153a . A king
makes a banquet and invites guests. The guests in The Wise and the Foolish Invitees b.
Sabb. 153a are called "servants" while here they are not so called. The occupations
described are all menial, making a sharp contrast with the treatment given to those who
were prepared. The unprepared invitees, who did not wash or perfume themselves, must
stand and be punished with hunger. Again there is no fixed time. The diligent prepare,
but the foolish take the instructions lightly, each tending to his occupation (cf. the parable
o f the Great Banquet, Matt 22:5; Luke 14:18-19). The king arrives suddenly and, again,
he rejoices over the wise, but becomes angry over the foolish. The wise enter the
banquet, recline, and dine. The foolish stand, grieve, and are punished. This is an added
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dimension to the account in The Wish and the Foolish Invitees: b. Sabbat 153a .

The Wise and Foolish Dinner Guests:
Sem ahot 8:10 (R. Meir, 4)
This parable follows the description o f the slaughter o f the Jews, which came
within twelve months o f Akiba’s martyrdom.
R. Meir said: "They parable a parable. Unto what is the matter like? It is like
a king who made a banquet and invited guests without fixing a time when they should
leave. The shrewd among them left at the ninth hour [3 p.m.], returned home and
went to bed while it was still light. Others left at sunset while the shops were still
open and lamps burning, entered their homes, and went to bed by the light o f the
lamps. Still others left at two o r three hours in the night when some shops were open
and some shut, some with their lights alight and some with their lamps extinguished,
entered their homes and went to bed in the dark. Those remaining at the banquet
became intoxicated, and wounded and killed each other; as it is said: ‘I saw the Lord
standing by the altar; and he said: ‘smite the capitals, that the posts may shake; and
break them in pieces on the head o f all o f them; and it will slay the residue o f them
with the sword’" (Amos 9:1).
In this parable, there is a twist to the element o f time. The variation has to do with
lingering too long at the banquet. In this case, the king fixed no tim e for the departure o f
the invited guests. The parable describes four categories o f guests, from the wisest to the
most foolish. The wisest left early while it was still day, and the m ost foolish stayed all
night until they got drunk and murdered each other.

The Best Gift
The Son Who Got the Best Gift: S ifre
on Mum 119
“I am thy portion and thy inheritance” (Num 18:20). At My table thou eatest, at My
table thou drinkest.
A parable. Unto what is the matter like? It is like a king who distributed gifts
among his sons, but to one o f them he gave nothing. He said: My son, I have not
given thee any gift, but thou shalt eat at my own table and at my own table thou shalt
drink.
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So it says [concerning the priests]: “I have given it to them for their portion o f
my offerings made by fire (Lev 6:17). Again it says: “They shall eat the offerings o f
the Lord made by fire and his inheritance” (Deut 18:1).
This parable demonstrates that table-fellowship with the Lord is more important than any
other bestowed gift. Standing in the King’s eyes is what counts (cf. the elder brother in
Luke 15:25-32, especially, 31).

Intemperate Guests
T he G luttonous Prince: S ifre on D eu t 43
(Anonymous)
If you do this then will “the anger o f the Lord be kindled against you (Deut 11:17)
A parable. It is like a king who sent his son to a banquet; and he was sitting
and charging him and saying to him: “My son, do not eat more than you actually need,
and do not drink more than you actually need in order that you may return home
decently. But the son did not heed this advice. He ate and he drank more than he
needed, and he vomited and fouled the banquet guests. Then they bundled him by his
hands and his feet and threw him down behind the palace.”
Even so the Holy One, blessed be He, said to them, to Israel: “I brought you
into a good and wide land, a land flowing with milk and honey, to eat its fiuit and to
be satisfied with its good things and to bless My name for it. You did not remain by
the good, so now you are under punishment.”
In this parable, the son o f the king goes to a banquet. He receives a charge to be
temperate. He dishonors the host, as well as the other guests, by inappropriate table
etiquette, an intolerable offense. H e is thrown out o f the party (cf. M att 22:13 = “bind
him hand and foot. . . and cast him into outer darkness”). In this instance he is thrown
behind the palace. Athenaeus advised that a banqueter m ust drink no more than would
allow him to be able to return home without an attendant.1
‘Athenaeus Deipnosophists XI. 462f.
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The Unsophisticated Dinner Guest: S ifre
on Deut S3 (R. Joshua b. Karha, 4)
“Behold, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse” (Deut 11:26).
R. Joshua b. Karha says: A parable. It is like a king who made a banquet and
invited the guests. And his dear friend was partaking improperly amid their taunting.
And he [the king] was gesturing [to him] how to handle the portion correctly, but he
had no understanding.
And thus it says: “I will instruct you and teach you the way you should go; I
will counsel you with my eye upon you” (Ps 32:8)
Again, here is portrayed the offensive demeanor o f a dinner guest. No mention is made
o f his removal from the banquet, but this outcome is most inevitable.

Slighting Royalty
T he Two Men Who Slighted Royalty:
t B aba Qamma 7:2*
[Isa 29:15; Ps 34:7; and Ezek 8:12 quoted]
Rabbi M eir said: “They parable a parable in the name o f Rabban Gamaliel.
Unto what is the matter like? It is like two men who planned a great wedding feast in
the city. One invited the inhabitants o f the city, but did not invite the king. The other
invited neither the king nor the inhabitants o f the city. Whose punishment will be the
greater? That o f the one who invited the inhabitants o f the city but not the king.”
From all appearances there seems to be a geminate element in this parable. On this
occasion the host is not the king. He is only a potential invitee. In both instances, the
king is deliberately not invited.

Act o f Dedication
T he Dedicatory Banquet: t Sanhedrin 8:9
(Anonymous) Rabban Gamaliel, 2.
Discussion of why man was created last. Another explanation: That he might
‘Cf. t. Baba Oamma 79b.
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enter the banquet at once.
They parable a parable. Unto what is the matter like? It is like a king who
built a palace and dedicated it, and prepared a banquet and afterwards he invited
guests.
And so it is written: “The wisdom o f women has built her house” (Prov
14: l)-th is is the King o f kings o f kings, blessed be He, who created His world in
seven days by Wisdom. “She has hewn out her seven pillars” (Prov 9:lb)-these are
the seven days o f Genesis. “She has slaughtered her beasts and mingled her wine”
(Prov 9:2)-these are the seas and rivers and deserts and the rest o f the needs o f the
world. And afterwards: “She has sent out her maids to call from the highest places in
the city: whoever is simple, let him turn in hither; and to him who is without
understanding, etc.” (Prov (:3, 4}-this is Adam and Eve.
The king builds then dedicates his palace. He first prepares the banquet, then invites
guests.

Banquet Cancellation
T he Great Banquet and the Simple Meal:

Sukkah 55b (R. Eleazar)
R. Eleazar said: “To what do those seventy bullocks [which were offered during the
seventy days o f the Festival] correspond? To the seventy nations. To what does the
single bullock [of the eighth day] correspond? To the unique nation.
A parable. It is like a king o f flesh and blood who said to his servants:
“Prepare for me a great banquet.” But on the last day he said to his beloved friend:
“Prepare for me a simple meal that I may derive benefit from you.”
Instruction goes out for the preparation of a big banquet. The king changes his mind at
the last minute. Cancellation o f the banquet is a variation of the typical banquet
expectation.

T he Aborted Wedding Celebration:

Sanhedrin 108a (R. Joshua b. Karha, 4)
“And every living substance was destroyed which was upon the face o f the ground,
(both man and cattle)” (Gen 7:23). If man sinned, how did the beasts sin?
A Tanna taught in the name o f R. Joshua b. Karha: "A Parable. It is like a
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man who made a bridal chamber for his son, and he prepared a banquet with every
variety o f food. Subsequently his son died, whereupon he arose and broke up the
feast, and said: ‘Have I prepared all this for any but my son? Now that he is dead,
what need have I o f the banquet?
Also (ag) the Holy One, blessed be He, said: "Did I create the animals and
beasts for aught but man? Now that man has sinned, what need have I o f the animals
and beasts?
The occasion is a wedding for a certain man’s son. This parable is similar to the parable
o f the Great Banquet and the Simple Meal except that, in this case, the banquet is stopped
immediately after the death o f his son (cf. the Parable o f W icked Tenants, Matt 21:33-43;
Mark 12:1-11; Luke 20:9-17).

Summary
The study o f the rabbinic banquet parables revealed some homogeneous structural
elements and patterns. Each parable was resilient to variations (subtle or transparent) that
were used by its author to create interest and meaning in the narrative. All the parables
portrayed the hero in the narrative as a king, except in two instances, where the king was
the potential guest in The Two Men Who Slighted Royalty and Bar Maayan’s banquet.
The theme o f a royal banquet is common in rabbinic parables.1 Some motifs surfaced
regularly: An important figure prepares or instructs his servant to prepare a banquet; an
invitation is sent out; the guests attend or do not attend; there is food in abundance; a
change o f clothes m ay be required (washing and anointing); the wise fulfill the
requirement, but the foolish do not; the king summons unexpectedly; the king rejoices
lSee Johnston, "Parabolic Interpretations Attributed to Tannaim," Parables # 88,
96, 125, 140, 149, 151, 153, 165, 171, 220, 313. Cf. the Gospel parables in Luke 14,
Matt 22, Matt 25.
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and becomes angry; reward and punishment are meted out to the w ise and the foolish
respectively.
The parables o f the "abundant food for all" apply the fam iliar m otif o f inviting
selected guests to the banquet. They suggest the common theme o f plenteous mercy
(food) for all who would come to the banquet. The "wise and the foolish" parables are
associated with the garment m otif in parables. Two parables deal w ith the cancellation o f
a banquet. This is a variation on the typical banquet incidents. Another two parables
reveal the intemperance o f the guest, and his ultimate expulsion from the banquet. One
parable deals w ith slighted royalty, and another relates to the dedication o f a building.

Summary/Conclusion
A banquet in antiquity could be held for a variety o f celebrations. It could be
public or private. The event could be a marriage or a funeral, a birthday or an epicrisis, a
celebration in honor o f a friend or loved one, a libation to a god, an annual festival, a
coronation or a conquest, a building project, an occasion to win a favor from one in
authority, or a time to solidify an eschatological expectation.
Some definitive constants for most banquets and banquet scenes described in
antiquity are worth mentioning. The necessary characters are a royal figure (a god, a
king, a priest, or a well-to-do man) who acts as host; a chief guest o f honor, other guests
who may or may not come o r come on time; servants who administer the washings or
whisk flies (sometimes this role is fulfilled by an important woman, such as the queen
[Lady Hurrai] or bride-to-be [Aseneth]); and flute and/or dancing girls who provide
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entertainment.

Motifs commonly found in the banquet or banquet scene may be divided into
three categories: (1) concrete objects such as wine (cup), meat, bread, ointment, door,
garment, and so forth; (2) sensory qualities such as the joy and anger o f the king, the
nonchalant attitude o f the foolish guest and the earnest response o f the wise, and the
preparedness o f the guest; and (3) actions such as the order to prepare a meal, hastily
preparing the meal, sending the invitation to special guests, refusal or acceptance o f the
invitation, arrival o f the guests whether late or on time, opening the door for the guests,
announcing the arrival o f the host, punishing or rewarding the guests, casting out the
undesired guest, washing the prepared guests, reclining o f the guests, social ranking of
the guests, partaking o f food and drink, entering of an uninvited guest, entering o f the
entertaining servants, singing and dancing, philosophical discussion, and so forth. These
motifs are not all present in every banquet or banquet scene in antiquity. Some banquet
details, murals, or narratives embrace more motifs than others. But each banquet or
banquet scene, whether given in general information, pictorial, or narrative form,
contributes as it were a piece o f the jig-saw puzzle, to arrive at a banquet type-scene
convention in the literature o f antiquity outside the parables o f Jesus.
As we traced the banquet scenarios in the different periods, from different
locations in different texts, w e saw certain developments in the banquet scene, for
example: the Egyptian banquet portrays banqueters sitting on high chairs. The first
evidence of a reclining banquet is seen in the Assyrian portrait. Women are seen in
banquets in the Egyptian banquet scene, but were not prominent in Assyrio-Babylonian,
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Jewish, and Greek banquets, until their reappearance in Roman banquets. Perhaps one o f
the reasons for this observation is that there are more literary works dealing with the
subject as we get closer to the time o f Jesus (especially in the Greco-Roman period).
In this study procedure was our main interest. But not in every instance did
banquet procedure in narratives follow a stereotypical order o f events. In fact, there were
several instances o f variations-the common characteristic o f the type-scene convention.
Pictorial banquet scenes gave some insights into the banquet setting, but they were
limited. General information about banquets helped to fill in the blanks when narratives
were not available.
From the study o f banquet imageries surveyed in the foregoing material from
antiquity, some findings are arrived at:
1. All banquet scenes appear to have two structural elements constant: the
preparation and selective invitation. This is typical o f all banquet scenarios.
a. Preparation: An important figure (king,1 god,2 priest,3 or a well-to-do
‘In Egyptian and Assyrian (King Ashurbanipal, Ashumasirpal II) banquets; Keret
in Ugaritic texts; Pharaoh in Joseph and Aseneth; the Indian king in the A cts o f Thomas;
Rabbinic Literature: The Great Banquet for Many, The Banquet and the Guests, The
W ise and Foolish Invitees: b. Sabbat 153a, The Wise and Foolish Invitees: Ecclesiastes
Rabbah 9:8:1, The Wise and Foolish Dinner Guests, The Late Risers Who Rose Early,
The Unsophisticated Dinner Guest, The Dedicatory Banquet.
2Enki and Gudea in Sumerian texts; Marduk in Akkadian texts; El in Akkadian
texts; Ba‘l in Ugaritic texts; God in Eden, the Flood, the Wilderness narratives; Yahweh
inlsa25:6-10a.
3The priestly Messiah in Qumran; Jesus in the Last Supper.
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person,1) prepares (or instructs his servant to [hurriedly]2 prepare) a lavish banquet
meal (it may be for a marriage3 or a funeral,4 birthday or epicrisis,5 a celebration
for friends and/or associates,6 a libation,7 an assembly o f the gods,8 a festival,9 a
coronation or conquest,10 a building dedication,11 to w in a favor from one o f
‘Father o f the aspiring scribe in Sumerian texts; Pentephres and Aseneth in Joseph
and Aseneth', Raguel and Tobit in Tobit; Levi, Zacchaeus and Simon in the New
Testament; BarM aayan’s Banquet, The Two Men Who Slighted Royalty, and The
Aborted Wedding Celebration in rabbinic literature.
2Pentephres and Aseneth hurry to prepare the banquet for Joseph in Joseph and
Aseneth', Tobias and Raphael hurry ahead to prepare for the new bride in Tobit; Jesus
hurries Zacchaeus to go to his house (The irony o f this account is that though Jesus is
Zacchaeus’s guest, he acts as host o f the redemptive meal he was about to provide).
3In Assyrian banquets; Pharaoh’s banquet for Joseph’s marriage to Aseneth;
Raguel’s banquet for Tobias and Sarah; Tobias’s wedding at his father, Tobit’s house; the
marriage o f the king o f India’s daughter; Thomas’s parables in the A cts o f Thomas', The
Two Men Who Slighted Royalty; The Aborted Wedding Celebration.
4In Assyrian banquets; Amos 6:4-7; Archilles for Patroculus.
sOxyrhynchus papyri 2791 and 926, respectively.
6In Greco-Roman banquets; The dinners o f Levi and Zacchaeus; The Last Supper;
Bar Maayan’s banquet; The Unsophisticated Dinner Guest.
7Enki to the god, Enlil.
8’El’s banquet.
9In Assyrian banquets.
10Thutmose HI for his conquests in Asia; coronation o f Thutmoses I; Celebration
o f Victory, Fig. 2, and King Ashurbanipal’s banquet, Fig. 3.
“ Ashumasirpal U inaugurating his royal palace; Gudea, for the reconstruction of
the E-ninnu shrine for Ningirus in Lagash; Marduk in celebration o f the building o f the
city, Babylon and his glorious palace; BaT’s temple; The Dedicatory Banquet.
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higher standing,1 to express gratitude,2 or anticipation o f an eschatologicai event).3
There seems to be a variation in the banquet scene such as Keret’s
banquet, where the queen takes the place o f the servant. In Proverbs, wisdom and
folly, personified as women, host the banquet. In the two rabbinic parables o f the
Wise and Foolish Invitees, the first invited guests are servants. The coordination
and preparation o f a banquet meal for club members and philosophical schools
were probably done by those appointed by their members.
b.

Selective Invitation: He invites selected guests.4 Apparently, most o f

the invitations in the Mesopotamian texts are sent to the gods. There seems to be
a variation in Isa 25:6-10a in which Yahweh invites all peoples instead o f selected
JThe father o f the aspiring scribe; Keret seeking help from the grandees and
magicians o f Hbr; Pentephres for his daughter Aseneth; Aseneth for Joseph’s approval;
Aseneth for the heavenly man.
2Simon the Pharisee.
3Isa 25:6-10a; The Messianic Rule of the Qumran Community.
4King Ashumasirpal invites the great god, Ashur, and thousands o f other guests;
Enki invites the gods, Enlil, An, Nintu, and the Anunna; Gudea invites the gods,
Ningirsu, An, Enlil and Ninmah; the aspiring young scribe invites his son’s teacher;
Marduk invites the gods; ’El invites the gods; BaT invites a pantheon o f gods; Keret
invites the grandees and the magicians (on three occasions); God invites Adam and Eve,
and the children o f Israel; Pentephres and Aseneth invites Joseph the Powerful One o f
God; Pharaoh invites the chiefs o f the land of Egypt; Raguel invites Tobias; the Yahad
invites the community members; servants invite the guests in Greco-Roman banquets;
Simon, the Pharisee, invites Jesus and other guests; Jesus invites his disciples for the Last
Supper; Bar Maayan invites the councilors; in The Great Banquet For the Many the king
invites merchants; in The Banquet and the Guests, The W ise and Foolish Dinner Guests,
The Unsophisticated Dinner Guest, The Dedicatory Banquet, the king invites selected
guests.
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invitees. A different kind o f variation to the invitation process is seen where Jesus
invites him self to Zacchaeus’s table. Another variation is seen where the king o f
India, invites "both rich and poor, bond and free" to his daughters marriage. Their
seems to be another variation, in which the king in the two parables of The Wise
and Foolish Invitees invited servants. In the parable o f The Two Men Who
Slighted Royalty, one host invited the inhabitants o f the city and not the king; the
other invited neither.
2.

The plot o f each banquet scene seems to branch off, from that point onwards,

into other plot sequences. As a result three regular banquet type-scenes seem to stand
out:
Type-Scene A: The Eminence of Guests Type Scene (this scenario is typically
seen in Mesopotamian banquets)
a. Preparation
b. Selective Invitation
c. Food Description: Abundant food1: flesh, wine, bread, etc.
d. Guests’ Position: Attending guests are ushered (door is opened at this
point) to their assigned seats in ranked order. Chief guest reclines in his place o f
‘In Egyptian banquets; in Assyrian banquets (King Ashurbanipal’s banquet; King
Ashumasirpal II detailed menu); in Ugaritic texts: food in ’E l’s palace; ox and fading in
B aTs banquet; fatlings and wine in Keret’s banquet (twice); seed-bearing vegetation in
the Garden of Eden; fatty foods and wine on the lees in Isa 25:6-10a; bread and wine
(cup) in Joseph and Aseneth', Raguel slaughters a ram for Tobias, and Raguel’s wife
bakes bread and slaughters two steers and four rams for the wedding feast of Tobias and
Sarah in Tobit; hors d'oeuvres, wine and bread, and desserts in the Last Supper.
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honor; other guests repose in their places;1 uninvited guests sit. Guests receive
washings and the pouring o f ointment,2 and allocation o f portions.3
e. Guests’ Consumption: Leisurely eating and drinking.4
A variation is seen where the prince dishonored the guests by his bad eating habits
in The Gluttonous Prince, and the dear friend who was partaking improperly in The
Unsophisticated Dinner Guest. Entertainment servants (flute and/or dancing girl/s) may
enter at this point and an unwanted guest may intrude at any time.s
Type-Scene B: The Guests and Host Response Type Scene
a. Preparation
b. Selective Invitation
‘In Sumerian texts: An sits in the place o f honor, Enlil sits next to An, Nintu at the
"big side" o f the table, and Anunna in their assigned seats; An sits at the "big side," Enlil
sits next to An, and Ninmah sits next to Enlil; in Akkadian texts: Marduk appoints seating
arrangement for the gods; in Ugaritic texts: Kothar-wa-Hasis sits on the right hand o f
Ba'l; in the Last Supper: the beloved disciple reclines on Jesus’ breast, and Judas dips and
eats by his side.
2Oil is poured on the teacher of the aspiring scribe; ointment is featured heavily in
Joseph and Aseneth-, a variation with Aseneth (the hostess) washing the hands and feet o f
Joseph the chief guest; Tobit is bathed and washed; another variation, where Jesus (the
host) washes the disciples’ feet.
3Lady Hurrai divides the meat for Keret’s guests; Petronius’s account o f the
banquet o f Trimalchio, the ffeedman, offers a contravention to the convention o f
appropriating quantities and qualities o f food for special guests; Jesus breaks and passes
the bread to the disciples in the Last Supper.
4The gods o f Marduk set up festive drink; the gods o f ’£ l ate and drank wine; the
gods in B aT s banquet ate and drank; the heavenly being in Joseph and Aseneth reclines
to dine; Tobit reclines to dine; the Greco-Roman banquets.
5See Egyptian and Greco-Roman banquets; the wom an who anointed Jesus in the
Feast o f Simon.
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c. Notification: the host notifies the guests (through his surrogate or
servants).
Actually, this is the second invitation. He may even send out several reminders.1
The servant announces that the dinner is ready. He may read out the notification.2 This
notification usually bears the actual tim e the guest m ust arrive at the banquet.
d. Guests’ Reaction: The guests come,3 come late,4 or do not come.5
One’s presence in a banquet was crucial for honor and saving face in a MiddleEastern community. To arrive late to the banquet feast m ight engender a frown, but not
to appear at all was tantamount to insulting the host. However, this seems not to have
been a common occurrence. In fact, all the accounts prior to the rabbinic literature
indicate o r imply that the invited guests attended the banquet. Among the banquet
narratives under study, only one account relates the non-attendance o f guests. From this
we may gather that it is a shocking variation to the banquet type-scene.
e. Host’s Reaction: In the unlikely event that the invitees do not show up
^

Greco-Roman banquets.

2See Oxyrhynchus papyri.
3Ashumasirpal guests numbers 69,574; all o f Enki’s, Gudea’s, the father o f the
aspiring scribe, the gods o f Marduk, the gods o f ’El, the gods o f Ba‘l, and the grandees
and magician o f Keret come; Joseph indulges Aseneth’s meal; Tobias accepts Raguel’s
invitation; invitees to the Messianic banquet respond to the invitation for the "Banquet o f
the Many"; Jesus dines with Zacchaeus and Levi, and attends Simon’s feast; the disciples
are present in the Last Supper; Judas joins Abban, his master in the marriage feast.
4Socrates’ tardiness in attending Agathon’s banquet; the guests who arrived past
the sixth hour in the parable o f The Banquet and the Guests.
sThe councilors invited to the banquet do not attend Bar Maayan’s banquet.
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for the banquet, the host sends his servants to invite other guests.1
Type-Scene C: The Wise and Foolish Invitees Type Scene. This type-scene is
mainly deduced from the two narratives o f the W ise and Foolish Invitees.
a. Preparation: In this type-scene the host is usually a king.
b.

Selective Invitation: The king summons his servants.

c. No Time Information: He does not give a starting time.2
d. Dress Requisition: Washing, perfuming, and adorning are required.3
e. The Wise/Foolish Preparation: The foolish ignores; the wise prepares.
f. Unexpected Injunction: The king suddenly requests the appearance o f
his invitees.
g. The Wise/Foolish Ingression: Both groups enter; the wise adorned, but
the foolish soiled.
h. Host’s Inspection: The king detects the shortcomings o f the foolish.
i. Host’s Reaction: He rejoices at the wise, but gets angry with the foolish.
j. Hosts Condemnation/ Compensation: He punishes the foolish and
*Bar Maayan invites the poor. See also an inference to inviting the "dogs" in The
Banquet and the Guests (note that the invitation given to the dogs served only as a last
resort, but not as an alternative); the inclusion o f the artisans in The Great Banquet For
Many; the excess for the outsiders in The Trickles From The Palace.
2A variation to this time element is seen in The Wise and Foolish Dinner Guests
where no time was given for the departure o f the guests from the banquet.
3Cf. Aseneth’s washing o f her face, omating herself, and putting on her wedding
robe in Joseph and Aseneth. Cf. also The Garments o f the King’s Son in which a
garment o f fine wool is symbolic o f obedience, and an olive-presser’s garment is
comparative to disobedience.
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rewards the wise: the wise sit and dine, while the foolish stand and watch; or the
foolish may be thrown out.1
Common motifs in this type-scene are king, garments, wise and foolish servants,
joy vis a vis anger, and punishment/reward.
From our interaction with the literary and pictorial witnesses o f banquet imagery
in antiquity, certain elemental components and structural patterns emerge. There seems
to have existed a common banquet tradition in terms procedure that allowed for creative
adaptations in different geographical locations over time. These influenced the literary
productions o f each writer or artist o f banquet narratives or images. Changing
circumstances over time in the socio-cultural contexts sometimes forced the type-scene
convention to mutate. But the elemental structure and theme o f the banquet scenario
remained dominantly static.
The writers and artists in antiquity were aware o f the conventional patterns and
constitutive elements that comprise a banquet scene in the place and period in which they
lived. Thus they set motifs and themes in the order that were known by their audiences.
The artfulness o f the writer or artist is seen in the ability to vary, alter, or modify the
convention in a way that developed interest, suspense, and surprise, as well as
interpretation to the banquet scene. The type-scene o f the banquet was a well-established
literary tool in antiquity comprising o f conventional motifs and themes which the various
authors took the liberty to repeat and vary to bring about certain responses from their
readers.
xCf. The Gluttonous Prince; The Unsophisticated Dinner Guest.
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CHAPTER V

TYPE-SCENE IN THE BANQUET PARABLES OF JESUS

The purpose in this chapter o f the dissertation is to create a context for an
appreciation o f the workings o f the type-scene convention in the parables o f Jesus that
depict banquet scenarios. Seven parables have been determined as banquet parables
amenable to the study o f type-scene.1 Four occur in one o f the Synoptics (two in
Matthew and two in Luke); three occur in two o f the Synoptics (Matthew and Luke).
One has a parallel in the G ospel o f Thomas.
First, a diachronic critical analysis is done for each narrative, using the basic tools
of biblical exegesis. Such an analysis is essential in order that its findings can be
compared with and evaluated against the findings o f the synchronic analysis. The extent
of the diachronic analysis is accounted for, as its findings are gleaned mainly from other
lParables were selected based upon certain criteria. They have a narrative
structure, and one or more common elements found in banquet narratives and banquet
images in antiquity: banquet motifs (see p. 232, above); banquet characters (see p. 231,
above); and banquet procedure (implied o r explicit). Parables chosen were also pliable to
a type-scene analysis vis a vis the three sub-categories o f the banquet type-scene
discovered in chapter 4.
The promised blessing for the watchful who await their master’s return from a
wedding feast (Luke 12: 36-37) in the parable o f the Servants o f the Returning Lord
(Lukel2:35-48) is an opportunity to recline with the m aster and be served by him in the
eschatological banquet. The actual banquet scene consists o f one verse (vs. 37) and,
therefore, does not qualify as banquet parable with a story line. Cf. Luke 22:27.
242
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commentators. The analysis includes a study o f the literary context, tradition analysis,
historical analysis, an exegetical commentary,1 and a summary statement o f what the
parable meant.
Second, a detailed analysis and application o f the type-scene are performed using
the basic components o f the type-scene (literary structure, plot, characterization, and
theme) as a framework for the study. The findings o f the two analyses o f each parable
are then summarized and conclusions drawn.
Third, a study o f the function o f the banquet type-scene in the parables within the
context o f its Gospel narrative is performed. This further demonstrates the usefulness o f
the type-scene in analyzing the parables o f Jesus. In the entire process, I have interacted
with material and findings from the previous chapters. The type-scene analysis should
demonstrate how this narratorial mode o f exegesis may be useful in interpreting the
parables o f Jesus.

The Ten Virgins: M att 25:1-13
Diachronic Critical Analysis
Literary Context
The immediate context for this parable is the Eschatological Discourse (Matt
lIn this section, a running commentary and textual analysis o f each parable is
undertaken, highlighting the major significant details that are important for
understanding the parable. The commentary follows my personal translation o f each unit
in the pericope using the 4* edition o f the UBS Greek New Testament. The commentary
interacts with the parallel versions (if any) in the other Synoptic Gospels and the G ospel
o f Thomas.
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24:1-25:46). The note on the readiness for the unexpected coming mentioned in Matt
24:42 is dealt with more vigorously in 24:43-51 with two short parables, the Householder
and the Thief, and the Wise and Foolish Servant. The first, in vs. 43, is a simple
metaphor o f the thief whose success relies on his ability to surprise the master o f the
house. This parable sets the stage for the call to "be ready" in vs. 44. Following this call
is another parable in vss. 45-51, rendering a m ore vigorous description o f the sudden
return o f the master. These two mini-parables set the stage for a further elaboration on
the unexpectedness o f Jesus’ coming in the parable o f the Ten Virgins in chap. 25. Still,
another parable o f the Talents continues with the same note in 25:14-30. Being ready at
all times for the unexpected return o f the m aster is a major theme o f all o f the four
parables. Being ready or not will determine whether the disciples o f Christ will be
included in or excluded from the kingdom.
In the larger context, the parables o f the Wise and Foolish Servant, The Ten
Virgins, and the Talents (Matt 24:45-25:30) are significantly placed between Jesus’ woes
against the scribes and Pharisees (Matt 23) and the passion narrative (Matt 26-28). The
atmosphere in Matt 23, leading up to the Eschatological Discourse, heightens the conflict
between Jesus and his Jewish opponents, mainly the scribes and Pharisees. In fact,
conflict between Matthean Christians and rivals in Judaism underlies Matthean parables1
ju st prior to the woes. In Matt 26-28, M atthew also heightens the role o f the Jewish
‘For example: The Two Sons, 21:28-32; The Wicked Tenants, 21:33-45; and The
Great Banquet, 22:1-14. Donahue maintains that these three parables suggest evidence
for a strained relationship between Matthew’s community and Judaism. See Donahue,
The Gospel in Parable, 86.
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leaders in bringing about the suffering and death o f Jesus. Therefore, it becomes easier to
recognize that the parables o f Jesus in M att 24:45-25:30 are placed in the same context,
that is, heightening the conflict between Jesus and the Jewish leaders.1 From this
perspective it would be easier to agree that the inclusion/exclusion theme is highlighted in
the parable o f the Ten Virgins.

Tradition Analysis
This parable is found only in the Gospel o f Matthew. Though M att 24 has a
parallel in Mark 13, none o f the material in Matt 25 appears in Mark. Luke 19:12-27 has
a sort o f parallel. The pursuit for the primitive form of the parable has generated a great
deal o f discussion. Some scholars maintain that the parable was spoken by Jesus,2 others
hold that it was composed by the Early Church.3 Matthew as the composer o f the
‘Daniel Harrington has taken these parables as part o f M atthew’s polemic against
the "synagogue across the street." See Daniel J. Harrington, "Polemical Parables in
Matthew 24-25," Union Seminary Q uarterly Review 44 (1991): 293. Cf. Donahue, The
G ospel in Parable, 85-86.
2J. Arthur Baird, The Justice o f G od in the Teaching o fJesu s (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1963), 105-106, 129-131; W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, A C ritical
and Exegetical Commentary on the G ospel According to Saint M atthew, 3 vols.,
International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988-1996), 3:392-394;
Dodd, The Parables o f the Kingdom, 137; Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 52-53;
Jiilicher, 2:457; Wilhelm Michaelis, D ie Gleichnisse Jesu (Hamburg: Furche-Verlag,
1956), 92-94; Oesterley, 136; Barry D. Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic Gospels: A
C ritical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1937), 103-104; Stein, An
Introduction to the Parables, 38.
3Bultmann, The H istory o f the Synoptic Tradition, 119, 176; R. W. Funk and R.
W. Hoover, The Five Gospels: The Search fo r the Authentic Words o f Jesus (New York:
Macmillan, 1993), 253-255; Linnemann, 126-127; Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 70-72.
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parable is held in some quarters.1
Those who hold that the parable was composed by the Early Church or Matthew
him self base their m ajor argument on its strong allegorical features, such as the marriage
feast meaning the eschatological banquet o f the Messiah and his people, the bridegroom
signifying Christ, the bridegroom’s delay and sudden arrival denoting the delay and
unexpected parousia, the closed door representing judgment, and the maidens
symbolizing the wise and foolish Christians. However, the imagery o f a marriage feast as
a metaphor for the kingdom is not foreign to Jesus’ discourses,2 and the portrayal o f God
as a bridegroom (or husband) is used in the Old Testament.3 It is not improbable that
Jesus used the traditional picture o f the wedding feast, the bridegroom, his delay, and
abrupt appearance as imagery to present his teaching about his second coming and
connected it with those who would be included in or excluded from the kingdom.

H istorical Analysis
The hovering question about the first sitz im leben (that o f Jesus) in which this
parable was told is whether Jesus intended for his hearers (the disciples and his
1F. W. Beare, The Gospel A ccording to M atthew (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981), 481;
Karl P. Donfried, "The Allegory o f the Ten Virgins (Matt 25:1-3) as a Summary o f
Matthean Theology," Journal o f Biblical Literature 93 (1974): 415-428; Robert H.
Gundry, M atthew: A Commentary on H is H andbook fo r a M ixed Church under
Persecution, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 497; Donald Senior, M atthew,
Abingdon New Testament Commentaries (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 274.
^ a t t 8:11 = L u k e 13:29; Matt 22:1-10; Luke 12:37; 22:16.
3Isa 54:5-8; 62:5; Jer31:32; Ezek 16:8-14; Hos 2:1-23.
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opponents) to understand that the contents o f this parable were speaking about his actual
soon return. Evidences in the Gospels suggest that Jesus had this idea in mind, and that
the disciples had a good grasp o f the parousia concept.1 In two o f his earliest letters, 1
and 2 Thessalonians, Paul spoke vigorously about the parousia. This notion is
highlighted, not only in the discourse in Matt. 24 and 25, and especially in the probing
question o f the disciples in 24:3, "Tell us, when will this happen, and what will be the
sign of your coming and the end o f the age?" but also in Luke 12:35-48; 17:20-37; and
18:8. For Jesus’ disciples this understanding was a definite possibility. However, the
Jewish opponents present could have understood this parable as a "cry o f warning in view
o f the imminent eschatological crisis."2
In the second sitz im leben (that o f the early church), this parable and the other
rDodd gives all o f the "eschatological" parables an application within the context
o f the ministry of Jesus. He maintains that these parables were intended to enforce Jesus’
appeal to men to recognize that "the kingdom o f God was present in all its momentous
consequences, and that by their conduct in the presence o f this tremendous crisis they
would judge themselves as faithful or unfaithful, wise or foolish." Dodd, The Parables o f
The Kingdom, 174. Cf. John Hargreaves, A Guide to the Parables (London: SPCK,
1968), 104. Jeremias claims that this concept o f the parousia occurred in the second sitz
im leben (that of the early church) and that the parable was used allegorically by Matthew
to promote this parousia concept. He further argues that Jesus’ audience could have
hardly applied the figure o f the bridegroom in the parable to the Messiah, for there were
no antecedents of the bridegroom representing the Messiah in the Old Testament and the
literature of late Judaism. Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 52. This view, though
plausible, does not disqualify the use o f such a symbol, as Jesus could be describing an
actual wedding where the coming o f the bridegroom was an apt illustration o f the element
o f suddeness of his coming as were the sudden inundation o f Noah’s flood, the
unexpected entry o f the thief (Matt 24:43), and the abrupt arrival o f the master o f the
house (Matt 24:45-51). Cf. Charles Smith, 115.
2Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 53. However, Jeremias’s audience is extended
to a general crowd.
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eschatological parables are revealed to signify the consciousness o f the "delay of the
parousia." The delay is reflected in Matt 24:48; 25:5; 25:19 with the frequent use o f the
phrase, "after a long time." No doubt the early church believers had outworn the sense o f
the imminence o f the second return o f Jesus. What loomed high in their minds, then,
were questions about its delay. Believers had begun to lose hope in the imminence. As a
response to these concerns, it is apparent that the Early Church leaders, through these
parables, sought to warn against an attitude o f self-complacency, for in each narrative the
notion o f a sudden appearance after the delay is accentuated.

Exegetical Commentary
25:1 Tore oy.oicoG'nae-cai t| Paai.A.eia tcov oupavcov Seica rrapGevoig, a'Cziveq XaPoCaai
rag Xap.mxSag kctvxuv €^AGov eig bnaimyoiv t o u v u jk J jlo u . 1
T hen the kingdom o f heaven w ill be like ten virgins, who to o k their lamps and w ent
o u t to m eet the bridegroom .
to te may be accounted fo r on the grounds of the distant future envisaged by the
church and may owe something to the apocalyptic passages that precede them in chap.
24.2 The kingdom o f heaven should be understood as comparable to a wedding scenario,
and not the ten virgins. Here is a situation in which there is a "transference o f the point o f
comparison." The virgins function as modern-day bridesmaids, and their virginity is not
‘MSS such as D 0 / add k c u T q s vup.<J>Tis, "and the bride" probably because
copyists imagined the bridegroom escorting the bride to his home for the wedding.
2Barry Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic Gospels, 116.
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o f any relevance to the parable.1 The parable is not clear on their roles in the wedding,
whether attending the bride, serving in the bridegroom’s house, or ju st following the
wedding procession. However, one thing is certain: They were to accompany the
bridegroom in a torchlight procession into the wedding, presumably, the marriage
banquet.2 The bridegroom is best seen in this context as referring to Jesus,3 and the
virgins as his mixed audience, or in the case o f the Matthean community, the mixed
congregation. The bride is noticeably absent, probably so that the representation of the
ten virgins would not be confused with the bride.4 In any case the presence o f the bride is
not germane for the development o f the narrative and what it is trying to teach.
2 trevte 8k kE. au'div qaav pcupal teal iretrre (fcpoi/ipoi.
A nd five o f th em were foolish a n d five w ere wise.
The number of the virgins seems to carry no special significance other than its
sheer appropriateness to the occasion. It was the custom among the Jews to have at least
ten persons participate in any public function.5 It follows, also, that one must not suppose
that the division o f the ten into two equal groups of five must be interpreted as half o f the
believers will enter the eschatological banquet o f the Lord and half w ill not. The
^ f . Rev 14:4 where men are described as virgins.
^ o r further discussion on the place o f the banquet, see commentary on vss. 5-6.
3Matt 9 :1 5 = Mark 2:19. It is a favorite simile o f the New Testament: 2 Cor 11:2;
Eph 5:25, 32; Rev 19:7.
4The bride in 2 Cor 11:2 is described as a pure virgin.
5E. X. Heatherly, The P arables o f Christ (Austin: Balcony, 1997), 379.
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contrast between the wise and the foolish is a common m otif o f storytelling in parables.1
3 ai yap pooped A.aPoOaai. tat; XaprrdSat; autcov owe kka$ov pe9’ eautcov kkaiov. 4 at
5k cjjpovipoL eXaPov kkaiov kv tote; ayyeuoLt; peta ~u>v XapTrdScov eautcou.
F o r w hen the foolish took their lamps they did n o t take oil w ith them , b u t the wise
to ok oil in their vessels along w ith their lamps.
The mark distinguishing the wise from the foolish is that the wise recognized the
need to prepare in readiness o f a possible crisis, the delay o f the bridegroom. Two
possible meanings for the Xapmx6a<; have been proposed. Either they were oil-soaked
rags wrapped around the upper end o f a stick, necessitating jars o f oil to dip in before
lighting,2 or metal o r clay vessels furnished with wicks.3 The wooden stave is the likely
alternative for the lamps, as girls would normally dance for the bridegroom and his guests
‘Cf. The Two Builders, M att 7:24-27 = Luke 6:47-49; The Wise and Foolish
Servant, M att 24:45-51; The Wise and Foolish Invitees, b. Sabbat 153a; The Wise and
Foolish Invitees, Ecclesiastes Rabbah 9:8:1; The Wise and Foolish Dinner Guests,
Semahot 8:10. The word <J>povipoc; appears only two other times in Matthew (10:16;
24:25) and twice in Luke (12:42; 16:8). It does not appear in Mark. The word pcopoc
does not appear in Luke though a synonym atfcpov appears twice (11:40; 12:20). Apart
from the parable o f the Ten Virgins and the Two Builders, Matthew uses the word pupot;
three more times (5:22; 23:17, 19). pcopoc; is used in Mark only once (7:13).

2Cf. John 18:3. Scholars like to refer to them as torches. See Donald A. Hagner,
M atthew 14-28, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 33B (Dallas: W ord Books, 1995), 728;
Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 174; Gundry, 498; Richard T. France, "On Being
Ready," in The Challenge o f Jesu s’Parables, ed. Richard Longenecker (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2000), 181; Leon Morris, The Gospel according to M atthew (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1992), 620.
3Davies and Allison, 3:395-396; Donfried, 417; Julicher, 2:448; Albrecht Oepke,
"Xapmo," TD N T4:17; Senior, 275.
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for as long as their torches lasted.1 In any case, any choice for the meaning o f the lamp
would not affect the significance o f the lamps in the narrative.2
5 xPov^ ov~oq 5e tou i/umJaou kvvaraEjuv mxaai <al €Ka9eu6oi/.

N ow while the bridegroom delayed, they all grew drow sy and began to sleep.
Two reasons are possible for the delay. If the bridegroom is coming from the
bride’s house, the parents o f the bride may be bargaining for a higher dowry and
demanding more costly gifts fo r the exchange of their daughter. And, too, the
bridegroom may take pride in the notion that the parents are disinclined to part with their
daughter.3 Second, there m ight have been a great distance between the bride’s house and
the bridegroom’s.4 In any case the reason for the delay is not important. The delay is
occasioned in the parable to facilitate the dozing o f the virgin.
6 n.ecrr|c; Se uuktoc; tcpauyn y e y o iw l5ou o vu|j,<J>Lo<;f €^epxeo0€ euc; omduvppiv [autou].

B ut a t m idnight there was a shout: behold the bridegroom , go forth to m eet him.
Scholars have differing opinions relating to the virgins’ point of departure. Were
they going out to meet the bridegroom from the bride’s house or the bridegroom’s house?
lJohn Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testamentfro m the Talmud and
Hebraica, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 1:249.
2Lamsa suggests that the parents o f the bridegroom, neighbors, friends, and
strangers provided abundant light for the wedding night for it was a symbol o f happiness,
and no wedding was properly conducted without plenty o f it. George Lamsa, Gospel
Light (Philadelphia: Holman, 1939), 137.
3Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 173-174.
4Barry Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic Gospel, 100.
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This can be determined if it is decided where the wedding banquet was held. Jeremias
points out that bridal customs varied in details in different parts o f the country in Jesus’
day. But one feature that was common to all wedding celebrations was "the subsequent
nocturnal entry o f the bridegroom into the paternal house."1 Normally, the wedding
banquet was held at the bridegroom’s house2 or his parents’ house3 and lasted for seven
days.4 By this time, the marriage had been celebrated at the bride’s house or some other
location,5 and the bride and bridegroom were returning for the marriage feast to the
bridegroom’s house. As the bridegroom approached the outskirts o f the village he would
send word ahead o f his expected arrival. A band o f maidens would come out to meet
Jerem ias, The Parables o f Jesus, 173. He gives two examples o f village
conditions agreeing in all essentials o f the wedding celebration. Cf. H. L. Strack and P.
Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud undM idrash, 6 vols. (Munich:
Beck, 1922-1961), 1:504-517.
^ e a l F. Fisher, The Parables o f Jesus: Glim pses o f G od ’s Reign (New York:
Crossroad, 1990), 48; Thomas Guthrie, The Parables R ead in the Light o f the Present
D ay (New York: E. B. Treat, 1891), 33; Arland J. Hultgren, The Parables o f Jesus: A
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 171; Dwight J. Pentecost, The Parables o f
Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 153; Guthrie adds a further dimension: One
band o f maidens accompanies the bride from her father’s house, another waits near the
bridegroom’s house to welcome the procession. See Guthrie, 33.
3Gundry, 498; Barry Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic Gospels, 98-99.
Cadoux claims that the action and expression, "I do not know you" (vs. 13), would
scarcely be typical o f a bridegroom, and only suggest that the banquet took place in the
father’s house. A. T. Cadoux, The Parables o f Jesus: Their A rt and Use (London: James
Clarke, 1930), 70.
“Gen 29:27; Judg 14:12; Jos. Asen. 21:8-9.
sSee 1 Macc 9:37-39 o f an instance where one party accompanied the bride and
another group followed the bridegroom. Both parties went out to m eet each other at an
unidentified location where the marriage was conducted.
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them.1
Occasionally, a wedding feast might take place at the bride’s house, probably
when the bride’s new home was a distance away.2 Those who maintain that the virgins
went to meet the bridegroom from the bride’s house, see the clue in vss. 5 and 10, where
the bridegroom is pictured coming from abroad, and presumably, the virgins go to escort
him to the bride’s house where the festivities would take place.3 If the typical ancient
Jewish wedding custom is accepted, the weight o f the evidence would suggest that the
virgins were going out o f the bridegroom’s or parents’ house.
No stress should be put on the place o f the banquet feast, as it appears that it is not
the narrator’s purpose to elaborate on its location. He merely assumes the reader knows
about the stages in the wedding celebration. The narrator’s interest is only in the
bridesmaids whose duty is to receive the bridegroom, and whose hope is to participate in
the banquet feast.
7 tore f|y€p0r|acn' uaaai at mxpQevoi eceivm icai eicoopiioav rac; AaptraSac; eauaav. 8
aL 5e pcopal zalq4>poia|iOL<; €Lirav 6ot€
€K tou eAoaou upc3v, o t l aL Aap,iTa6€<;
fipcov apewuvTOtL. 9 air€icpt0T|aav 6€ aL (JjpovLpoL A.eyouaai* |i.qiro'C€ ou pfj dptcecrri rpLV'
<al up.Lv iTopeu€o06 paXXov trpoc; tou<; trcjA.ouvca<; Kal dyopciaa'ce cau-catc;.

Guthrie, 33; Pentecost, 153.
2Judg 14:10, Tob 8:19. See also Barry Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic
Gospels, 98.
3Siegfried Goebel, The Parables o f Jesus: A M ethodical Exposition (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1900), 383; Hargreaves, 103; A. M. Hunter, The Parables Then and N ow
(London: SCM, 1971) 103; Barry Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic Gospels, 100;
Eduard Schweizer, The G ood N ew s According to M atthew, trans. David E. Green
(Altlanta: John Knox, 1975), 467.
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T hen all those virgins awoke and p u t their lamps in order. A nd the foolish said to
the wise: “Give us o f your oil, because o u r lamps are going ou t.” B ut the wise
answered saying: “B y n o m eans, for there will n o t be enough fo r you and us. Go
rather to those w ho sell and buy for yourselves.”
Koopea is best translated "to arrange" or "set in order," as an army for battle, or a
table for eating (Wis 29:26).1 The present passive o f apgwupi suggests that the lamps
were going out one by one. Matthew’s use o f the lamp imagery may have been
influenced by Prov 13:9 (cf. Job 18:5). The wise virgins appear to act in a churlish
manner,2 but given the situation they could justify their actions reasoning that "the duty
for which we are all here will not be done at all, and the bridegroom will be left
unwelcomed and dishonored."3 Garland puts it: "The parable is an allegory about
spiritual preparedness, not a lesson on the golden rule."4 The wise virgins’ tactful refusal
to share is based on reason, not callous indifference. The foolish are irresponsible.
10 aTT€pxo(i€vo)v 6e auxcov dyopaaca rjA.0ev o vup4ao<;, Kai a t exoipoL dafjAOov per’
auxou e’lQ xoix; yapouc; kocL qcA.€io0ti h Qupa.

B u t while they were go in g to buy [oil] the bridegroom came and those who were
ready w ent in w ith him into the w edding [feast] and the d o o r was shut.
The foolish virgins’ futile attempts to obtain new supplies on time resulted in their
missing the procession and being shut out o f the feast. Drury points out that the arrival of
Herm ann Sasse, "Koopecu," TDNT, 3:867; Goebel, 389; Gundry, 500.
2The ou pii suggests emphatic negation. This reading is supported by B C D K W
A / . MSS such as K A L Z 0 a n d / 3support the milder owe.
3Cadoux, 151.
4David Garland, Reading M atthew: A Literary and Theological Commentary on
the F irst Gospel (New York: Crossroad, 1993), 240.
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the bridegroom is an imagery already portrayed by M ark in 2:19-20. It conveyed the idea
o f Christ’s coming-a symbolism already explored by Matthew in 9:15 and 22:1-14.1 The
shut door points to the time when it will be too late to change the outcome: inclusion and
exclusion from the messianic banquet.2 This clearly reveals the inclusion/exclusion
theme.
11 u crcep ov Se e p x o v x a L x a l aL A.oitrai irapQevoL X ey o u a a L * icupLe icupie, avoL^ov fip.tv.
12 o 5e airoKpLOelc; €UT€v* ap,f|v Aeyco up.iv, o u k oL5a upac;. 13 ypriyopetre ouv, o x l
o u k oi5axe x t j v fpcpav ou5e xqv copav.3
A nd later the other virgins cam e also and said: “L ord, L ord, open for u s.” B ut he
answered and said: “T ruly I say to you, I do n o t k n o w you.” Therefore, be watchful
because you d o n o t k now th e day o r the hour.
Vss. 10c-12 resemble Luke 13.25-21, which occur in a collection o f sayings.
These two readings appear to be variants o f a common tradition drawn upon by both
Gospel writers.4 The vain plea,

x u p L e K u p ie,

echoes back to M att 7:21 and the grim reply

Mohn Drury, The P arables in the Gospels: H istory a n d Allegory (New York:
Crossroad, 1985), 103.
2Cf. Isa 22:22; Luke 13:25; Rev 3:7.
3Some MSS such as C?f 3 TR vg""* add 4v f| o u l o c x o u avGpcoirau epxetai,
meaning “in which the Son o f man is coming.” It is likely that a copyist added this to the
text to accord with M att 24:44.
4Supporters for this notion are Davies and Allison, 3:393; Joachim Gnilka, Das
M atthaussevangelium, 3d ed., 2 vols. (Freiburg: Herder, 1993), 2:348-349. Hultgren, 175;
Jan Lambrecht, Out o f the Treasure: The Parables in the G ospel o f M atthew (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 205; T. W. Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus (London: SCM,
1937), 242. McNeile claims that only vss. 11-12 are purely Matthean. See Alan H.
McNeile, The G ospel according to St. M atthew (London: Macmillan, 1915), 363. Funk
holds that vss. 10-12 is merged with three related similes (Matt 7:13-14; 22-23; 8:11-12).
See Funk, Language, Hermeneutic, and the W ord o f God, 203. Cf. Luke 13:24-27.
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echoes back to Matt 7:22-23.

o u k : o lS c c u p a s

is the form ula o f tfzip h a (the teacher’s

order, forbidding his scholar access to him for seven days); hence the phrase literally
means: "I will have nothing to do w ith you."1 The language in vss. 11-12 seems to impair
the everydayness o f the parable. The unsympathetic response o f the bridegroom does not
appear to be the customary response o f congeniality associated with an ancient Middle
Eastern village wedding. It is clear that the story has shifted from the verisimilitude to
the direct, in order to accommodate the judgment motif.
Vs. 13 echoes back to M att 24:42 (cf. Mark 13:35). It is seen by some scholars as
another o f Matthew’s addenda.2 However, it is not improbable that this verse, along with
vss. 10-12, consisted o f the traditional ending o f Jesus’ parable which Matthew reworked
to reach his community. The connective phrase oui' indicates that the subsequent words
make up the main point o f the parable. ypiryopette in its present active imperative mood
may literally mean "continue to be in a state o f readiness." It calls for a continual,
habitual alertness3 in view o f the delayed arrival o f the bridegroom.

According to the

evidence, the foolish as well as the wise fell asleep. Their folly then was not in their
going to sleep, but in their unpreparedness for the unexpected delay o f the bridegroom.
Jerem ias, The P arables o f Jesus, 175; cf. Ps 6:8.
D avies and Allison, 3:400; Gnilka, D as M atthaussevangelium, 2:348-349;
Lambrecht, Out o f the Treasure, 205; Barry Smith, The P arables o f the Synoptic Gospels,
104.
3Cleon L. Rogers, Jr., and Cleon L. Rogers HI, The N ew Linguistic andE xegetical
K ey to the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 56.
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Summary Statement of W hat the Parable Meant
In the parable o f the Ten Virgins the parousia is delayed. No one knows the time
o f the arrival o f Christ, the Bridegroom. Therefore, one must be in a state of readiness at
all times. When the Bridegroom comes there will be only two camps o f professed
followers: those who made preparations for the delay and would be included in the
messianic banquet, and those who did not make ample provision for the delay and who
would be excluded from entering the banquet o f the Lord.

Type Scene Analysis
Literary Structure
The structure of the parable reveals rabbinic parallels:
Transition phrase: vs. la ("Then")
Introductory Formula: vs. la
Parable Proper: vss. lb-12
Application: vs. 13
The parable exhibits an interesting structural sequence:
A. Introduction: Virgins go out to meet the bridegroom (vs. 1)
B . Five are foolish (vs. 2a)
Five are wise (vs. 2b)
Foolish take lamps and no oil (vs. 3)
W ise take lamps and oil (vs. 4)
C. Bridegroom delays (vs. 5a)
Virgins sleep (vs. 5b)
Bridegroom approaches (vs. 6)
Virgins rise (vs. 7)
D. Foolish request oil (vs. 8)
W ise refuse oil (vs. 9)
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E. Foolish go out to buy oil (vs. 10a)
Bridegroom arrives (vs. 10b)
Door opens for the w ise (vs. 10c)
Door is shut for the foolish (vs. lOd)
Foolish return with oil (vs. 1 la)
F. Foolish request from bridegroom (vs. lib )
Bridegroom rejects the foolish (vs. 12)
G. Conclusion: Final admonition (vs. 13)
This structure reveals a series o f antithetic inverted parallelisms typical o f
M atthew’s style, in which the acceptance/rejection or inclusion/exclusion theme is made
known. This theme is held in balance with the theme o f readiness in case o f delay. The
foolish virgins are contrasted with the wise in step parallelism in section B. In section C
a double antithetic parallelism contrasts the delay and arrival o f the bridegroom with the
sleep and rise of the virgins. Section D contrasts the request o f the foolish with the
refusal o f the wise, which anticipates the request o f the foolish again, and the rejection
from the bridegroom in Section F. In an antithetic mode, the open and closed door
highlight the acceptance o f the wise and rejection o f the foolish against the background o f
the need to be ready at all times for the delayed arrival o f the bridegroom in Section E.
The concluding verse gives the final punch to be ready at all times.

Plot
In the larger plot o f Matthew’s eschatological narrative, the parable o f the Ten
Virgins operates as a kernel that continues Matthew’s warnings about the unknown time
o f the parousia and readiness for the final judgment. This emphasis is maintained in the
plot that governs the parable o f the Ten Virgins. The motifs in the Wise and Foolish
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Invitees type-scene are strikingly similar to those found in this parable. From all
appearances, this type-scene is enacted using different variations to help create the plot.
Comparing the type-scene w ith the narrative plot of the parable reveals some interesting
features.
In this type-scene the preparation o f the banquet is not mentioned but assumed.
The banquet constitutes a marriage feast to bring about the eschatological concept. The
specific mention o f the virgins suggests that they were special guests. If they are the
bridegroom’s servants then they coincide with the king’s servants in the typical banquet
scene. Congruent with the W ise and Foolish Invitees type-scene, no time is given for the
start o f the banquet. The wise as well as the foolish prepare, but the foolish do not
prepare enough for the delay. In the typical Wise and Foolish Invitees type-scene the
foolish simply ignore the preparation. This variation to the type-scene makes allowances
for Jesus’ mixed audience and Matthew’s mixed congregation, who are all making
preparation for the messianic banquet. The announcement o f the sudden arrival o f the
bridegroom coincides with the unexpected injunction o f the king that his invitees appear
before him. The trimming o f the lamps synchronizes with the garment motif o f the
regular Wise and Foolish Invitees banquet type-scene. The lamp (oil) motif is
conveniently added to align w ith the context o f the marriage feast.
In the typical Wise and Foolish Invitees type-scene, both groups enter the banquet
hall. The host’s rejection o f the unprepared guests follows. In this scene, as in the
parable o f the Narrow Door (Luke 13:24-30), the rejection takes place before the entry
into the banquet hall. This variation is significant. The shutting o f the banquet door
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before the arrival o f the tardy guests is dramatic and heightens the lateness o f the virgins.
Unpreparedness is juxtaposed with readiness to provide the context for the eschatological
banquet. The late arrival o f the foolish virgins resulted in their being shut out from the
banquet.
In the familiar W ise and Foolish type-scene the guests are judged while they are
in the banquet hall, but in this instance the judgment comes to the late-comers while they
are outside. This heightens the inside/outside (inclusion/exclusion) theme. In spite o f the
foolish virgins’ pleas, they are denied access to the banquet table with the somber
response, "I do not know you." No anger is mentioned but this is not improbable as the
grim reaction o f the bridegroom may well suggest this emotion. He supposedly rejoices
at the wise and uncompromisingly rejects the foolish. The wise virgins went into the
banquet celebration and, technically, the foolish were cast out.
As in every good plot, this parable develops the narrative with tension followed
by resolution. The delay o f the bridegroom triggers the tension in the plot. The sudden
and short announcement o f the coming o f the bridegroom heightens the tension. The
solicitation o f the foolish virgins and the subsequent refusal o f the wise add further to the
suspense. Getting the oil seemed not to be a problem, but acquiring it on time was.
There seems to have been a glimmer of hope that the oil could be acquired and they could
be still on time. Again, timeliness is an issue that generates suspense. The bridegroom’s
surprise arrival and the subsequent entry o f the wise bring resolution to the plot.
The parable portrays a tragic plot with flashes o f comedy. The amusing part o f
this plot is that all the virgins may have anticipated a delay, as this was typical o f m ost
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wedding celebrations. So they dozed off. But the foolish seemed not to think ahead, and
then wanted to take advantage o f the others to the detriment o f the whole wedding
reception. Making excuses and scrambling at the last minute, hoping to get the same
results as those who made it their duty to prepare, are certainly comical.

Characterization
The descriptions o f characters in this parable are rendered only to the extent that
they facilitate the plot. In other words, characterization is subordinate to the plot. Even
the plot-scheme provides a sequence o f action that is sufficient to make the point o f the
parable. Direct characterization o f the ten virgins is voiced by the omniscient narrator.
From the narrator’s conceptual point o f view, five were wise and five were foolish. Later
in the narrative, the implied reader is left to make his/her own conclusions about the
accuracy o f this judgment. Surely, the virgins’ actions and speeches reveal these traits.
These contrasting traits are important for the development o f the plot.
Characterization is best seen in the contrasting parallels o f the wise and foolish in
this type-scene. All o f the ten virgins, wise and foolish, are participants in the wedding
from the start of the parable. Primarily, by means o f the technique o f showing, and
secondarily, through the medium o f telling, the narrator demonstrates the dissimilarity
between the wise and the foolish. Their graphic actions and words reveal their attitudes:
1. The wise had foresightedness; they made preparations for a possible extended
delay.
2. The foolish thought the bridegroom’s delay would not be that long; they made
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no provision for a prolonged wait.
3. Not the mere possession o f oil, but o f additional oil, shows the wisdom o f the
wise.
4. Not the lack o f any oil, but o f extra oil reveals the folly o f the foolish.
The wedding itself is not described by the narrator. Only an incident in the
periphery o f the wedding is highlighted. No mention is made o f the bride. She plays no
role in this peripheral action. But even the bridegroom does not really stand in focus. A
deliberate ploy o f characterization is seen in substituting the king with the bridegroom.
The bridegroom is conveniently used to facilitate the wedding situation which actualizes
the parousia concept. Though he is a main character in the narrative, he appears only at
the start o f the narrative, is mentioned briefly in the middle, and reemerges at the end. To
be more precise, it is not the bridegroom but his approach that is important, for with this
begins the service for which the bridesmaids were appointed. Only at the very end does
the bridegroom stand out.1 Only once does he speak. The note o f his absence becomes
practically the fulcrum o f the judgment when the bridegroom arrives.2 The dealers may
be described as mere functionaries in the narrative.
The narrator makes regular use o f direct discourse in the narrative. Technically,
all parables are direct discourses, although within the parabolic discourses themselves,
there may be additional direct discourses and dialogues. Direct discourse is found in five
H einrich Kahlefeld, Parables and Instructions in the Gospels (New York: Herder
and Herder, 1966), 120.
R obert Fanner Capon, The Parables o f Judgm ent (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1989), 155.
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o f the twelve verses o f the parable proper (vss. 6, 8, 9, 11, 12). By means o f these direct
discourses the narrator shows (rather than tells) the inner life and personal attitudes o f the
virgins. In vs. 8 the plea, "Give us o f your oil, because our lamps are going out," shows
the carelessness o f the foolish. This is shown in stark contrast to the diligence o f the wise
in vs. 11: "By no means, for there will not be enough for you and us. Go ra th e r. . . " The
diligence o f the wise is predicated upon their desire to welcome the bridegroom and make
the banquet a success, and not merely a crass refusal to the appeal o f the foolish.
Points o f view, especially in the case of the virgins, add luster and dram a to the
type-scene. From the perceptual point o f view o f the foolish, the w ise have oil to spare;
from their conceptual viewpoint the wise should share their oil. From the perceptual
point o f view o f the wise, there is not enough oil to share, and the foolish should go to the
dealers; from their conceptual viewpoint the bridegroom is about to arrive and their oil
supply has to be sufficient for the banquet. The bridegroom’s response in vs. 12 betrays a
conceptual viewpoint which explains the reason for the exclusion o f the foolish from the
banquet: "I do not know you." The narrator’s comment after the answer o f the
bridegroom gives final closure to the application o f the parable.

Them e
The structure o f the finished form o f the text displays an inclusion/exclusion
theme, and by extension the judgm ent theme. This theme is contiguous with a second
theme, contrasting readiness with unpreparedness. The parable m ay be characterized as a
story o f readiness and unreadiness, with either inclusion or exclusion as the end result.
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The readiness o f the wise, followed by their inclusion in the banquet, climaxes in vs. 10c.
The unpreparedness and subsequent exclusion o f the foolish from the banquet are
consummated in vss. I0d-12.
Some common motifs found in this type-scene are the wise and foolish, virgins,
oil, garment (lamp), and door motifs. The word "wise" is used four times, and "foolish,"
thrice. Though the word "wise" is mentioned more often than the "foolish," the activities
making specific reference to the foolish engage the same number of verses (vss. 2, 3, 8,
10, 11) as those that involve the wise (vss. 2, 4, 8, 9, 10). Interestingly, in each case
there are five instances regarding the wise or the foolish. The frequent repetition o f this
motif is intended to emphasize the folly o f unpreparedness and the wisdom o f readiness.
Prudence and preparedness are juxtaposed to folly and unpreparedness.
The virgin m otif is used three times, as well as the oil motif. Though the virgin
m otif was common in wedding stories o f antiquity, they were normally portrayed as flat
characters, while the bride took the role o f the main character.1 However, in this parable
the ten virgins are the round characters who represent Jesus’ audience and Matthew’s
church, and who are invited to the eschatological banquet. They are required to perform
specific roles. They are substituted for the bride in the parable. Five virgins set the stage
for the inclusion theme and five virgins for the exclusion theme: five were prepared and
five were not. The oil m otif stands in conjoint relationship with the lamp motif. The
lamp m otif is representative o f the garment m otif in the traditional Wise and Foolish
!Cf. the seven virgins in the story o f Joseph andA seneth; the seven bridesmaids in
the banquet in the A cts o f Thomas.
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Invitees type-scene.1 Being ever alert and attentive for the parousia corresponds to the
oil and lamp metaphor in this parable.
The door m otif is not common in the banquet type-scene. However, the open/shut
door imagery is present in the W ise and Foolish Invitees type-scene. The door m otif is
significant in this type-scene for it intensifies the judgment theme.2 The door represents
salvation. Only an instant response to the arrival o f the bridegroom guarantees entry into
the salvific banquet. A late response results in the exclusion from the banquet. Inclusion
precedes exclusion.3 The chief message is to be ready to enter into the joy o f the Lord,
for it may be too late when the door o f salvation is shut. Whoever is ready will be
included; whoever comes late will be excluded. Exclusion follows inclusion. The
exclusion theme has the greater emphasis.

Summary
The findings o f the diachronic critical analysis o f the parable o f the Ten Virgins
were consonant with the findings o f the type-scene analysis. When compared to the
diachronic approach to the interpretation o f the text, the synchronic approach arrived at
similar conclusions, especially, in terms o f its theme. The diachronic critical analysis o f
‘Cf. the parables o f the Wise and Foolish Invitees.
2Cf. the parable of The Narrow Door (Luke 13:24-30). The judgment theme is
heightened in the parable of the Narrow Door. The imagery o f the shut door is more
vivid and dramatic in this parable. See the sub-section dealing with the parable o f the
Narrow Door, below.
3Capon mentions a principle o f inclusion before exclusion-the rule that any
characters who are made outsiders at the end o f the story must always be shown as
insiders at the beginning. Capon, The Parables o f the Judgment, 155.
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the parable revealed that preparation for the delay o f the parousia qualifies the believer
for entrance into God’s eschatological banquet; unpreparedness disqualifies the believer.
The type-scene analysis o f the parable showed parallels with the Wise and Foolish
Invitees type-scene. The narrator in innovative ways has used this type-scene with
definite variations to bring about the concept o f the readiness for the parousia and to
create a condition for the inclusion/exclusion theme in this parable. Evidently, a
complementary relationship exists between the synchronic and diachronic approach to the
parable.

The Marrow Door: Luke 13:24-30 (cf. M att 7:13-14)
Diachronic Critical Analysis
Literary Context
The parable o f the Narrow Door,1 followed by the parables o f Places at a Feast
(Luke 14:7-11), The Choice o f Guests (Luke 14:12-14), and The Great Supper (Luke
14:15-24), are situated in Luke’s Travel Narrative (Luke 9:51-19:48). The Travel
Narrative is strewn with banquet imagery at every juncture.2 David Moessner, in his
work on the Travel Narrative’s literary and theological significance, goes so far as to title
LThough the parable is not so classified by Luke, its metaphors combine to create
a mental picture which is o f parabolic character.
2In the house o f Mary and Martha, Luke 10:38-42; in the house o f a certain
Pharisee, 11:37-54; the parable of the Narrow Door, 13:24-30; in a chief Pharisee’s
house, 14:1-24, where three parables are told: Places at a Feast (wedding banquet, 14:711), The Choice o f Guests (14:12-14), and The Great Supper (14:16-24); the banquet for
the Prodigal Son, 15:22-24; a feast in the home o f Zacchaeus, 19:1-10; cf. 22:7-27;
24:13-35.
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his book L ord o f the Banquet}
Luke 13:22 marks the second mention o f Jesus making his steady journey to
Jerusalem (the first mention is in 9:51). This mention o f the journey, followed by the
question concerning the scarcity o f those who would be saved in vs. 23, provides the
immediate background leading up to the parable o f the Narrow Door. From Luke 11:37
onwards, the Pharisees and other Jewish leaders are slow to acknowledge the teachings of
Jesus. The shut-door warning is directed to them. After this parable, Jesus issues a
lament because the nation does not respond (Luke 13:31-35).

T radition Analysis
Chronology and topography in the Travel Narrative sometimes lack details, and
according to Pagenkemper, "it is reasonable to assume that Luke has pieced together
several events in the life o f Christ all around the general rubric o f his moving toward
death in Jerusalem."2 Luke 13:22, 23 is exclusively Lucan. Parallels o f vss. 24-30 may
be seen in the other Synoptic Gospels, especially in Matthew.3 Critics see these parallels
as a valid reason to claim that this parable is a Lucan composition o f a complex mix,4 a
*David P. Moessner, Lord o f the Banquet: The Literary an d Theological
Significance o f the Lukan Travel N arrative (Harrisburg: Morehouse, 1989).
^ a r l E. Pagenkemper, "An Analysis o f the Rejection M otif in the Synoptic
Parables and Its Relationship to Pauline Soteriology" (Ph.D. dissertation, Dallas
Theological Seminary, 1990), 89.
3Vs. 24 // Matt 7:13-14; vs. 25 // M att 25:10-12; vss. 26-27 // M att 7:22-23; vss.
28-29 // M att 8:11-12; vs. 30 //M a tt 19:30; 20:16; Mark 10:31.
4John Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34, W ord Biblical Commentary, vol. 35B (Dallas:
Word, 1993), 732. Nolland holds that the parable is a mixture o f Lucan formulation with
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secondary fusion,1 a mosaic2 with pieces o f ail sorts put together,3 or even an artificial4 or
semi-parable.5 Vs. 24 seems to originate from a tradition similar to M att 7:13-14, which
is adapted to link vs. 24 to 25.6 Bock argues that this parallel is only conceptual, and
suggests independent sources used by Matthew and Luke.7 However, Bock does not
give a satisfactory explanation to account for the close correspondences o f the subsequent
traditional elements.
‘Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 95-96, 110. Jeremias claims that the parable is
a fusion o f the conclusion o f one parable (Matt 25:10-12) with three similes which are
related to it in illustrative content (Matt 7:13-14, 22-23; 8:11-12) creating a new parable.
Any attempt to discover the original meaning o f the parable must discard all these
secondary connections. Ibid., 96.
2Funk, Language, Hermeneutic, a nd the W ord o f God, 203. Funk- alleges that
two o f the three similes mentioned by Jeremias have Old Testament allusions: Luke
13:27 // Matt 7:23 = Ps 6:8; Luke 13:29 // Matt 8:11 = Ps 107:3.
3Bultmann, H istory o f the Synoptic Tradition, 130. Bultmann posits that Luke
links the saying o f the narrow door (vs. 24) with the rejection o f Jesus’ contemporaries by
using the door m otif from a parable analogous to the Ten Virgins (Matt 25:1-13) in vs.
25. He argues that this is clumsy, for the door in vs. 25 is quite different from that in vs.
24 where the ttoXXoi certainly do not seek the door.
4H. L. Egelkraut, Jesus 'M ission to Jerusalem: A Redaction Critical Study o f the
Travel Narrative in the Gospel o f Luke, Luke 9:51-19:48 (Bern: Lang, 1976), 169-170.
5Cadoux, 232. Cadoux insists that it is an elaborated metaphor bordering on
allegory in which the important thing is to depict rather than prove. Ibid., 235.
6M att 7:13 is concerned with the Two Ways; Luke with one door, and the issue is
which side o f the door one is on.
7Bock claims that the imagery is different in these two passages: Matt 7:13-14
compares the narrow door with destruction’s wide door which is totally absent in Luke.
See Darrell L. Bock, Luke: 9:51-24:53, vol. 2, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New
Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 1231.
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verses.1
Vs. 25 echoes the tradition behind Matt 25:10-12. A parallelism is created in vss.
26-27 that corresponds with Matt 7:22, 23. Vss. 28-29 reflect Matt 8:11-12. Lastly, vs.
30 may be considered along with M att 19:30, 20:16, and Mark 10:31. If Luke is
combining several materials his sources were likely Mark, Q, and L. W hile it may make
sense to assume that Luke is arranging his material to suit his own purpose, it does not
discount the possibility that Jesus himself could have made such a synthesis.

Historical Analysis
In the first sitz im leben, Jesus’ hearers would likely be a mixed crowd who
understood this parable in different ways.2 For the Jewish leaders, Jesus was warning
about the imminence o f the eschatological kingdom. The Jewish leadership was
rejecting him. In the same way, as the householder he would reject them. They would be
shut out from the eschatological banquet. For the disciples, he was speaking about the
door o f salvation. It is not improbable that they interpreted the parable against the
•Other scholars who argue for distinct traditions seem to overlook the vivid
similarities that exist between the two Gospels: Luce claims that there is too little
correspondences to ascribe the material to Q. See H. K. Luce, The G ospel according to
St. Luke, Cambridge Greek Testament for Schools and Colleges (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1933), 240. Grundmann makes claim to a special Lucan source. See
W alter Grundmann, D as Evangelium nach Lukas, Theologischer Handkommentar zum
Neuen Testament, vol. 3 (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1966), 284. Michaelis
holds that there were two different traditions for the image of the door. See Wilhelm
Michaelis, "686c;," TDNT, 5:571. Schweizer speaks about a tradition that may have come
together before Luke. See Schweizer, The Good N ew s according to Luke, trans. David E.
Green (Atlanta: John Knox, 1984), 225-226.
2Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 53.
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background o f the parousia, an interpretation sim ilar to that o f the sitz im leben o f the
parable o f the Ten Virgins.1
In the second sitz im leben, the Early Church would have understood this parable
as urging them to strain every effort to be ready at all times, for the door o f salvation does
not stay open indefinitely.2 The tim e will come when the door will be shut. Here, the
eschatological m otif is accentuated.

Exegetical Com m entary
13:24

d y c o v i^ a G e

eiaeXGetv 6ia rrfe axzvr\q Gupac,

o t l ttoA A ol, A.eyco

uplv, CryrnaouoLi'

eL aeA G etv ic a l ou ic lo x u o o u c t lu .

Strive to enter by th e narrow door, because m any, I say to y ou w ill seek to enter and
will n o t be able.
dywvLCcoGe is present imperative which suggests that the believer must
continually labor hard,3 making every effort to enter. It reflects the language o f struggle
found in Hellenistic contests, debates (diatribe), or legal suits.4 This language may also
^ u s s n e r holds that the original situation was not clear to Luke because o f his use
o f several logia to formulate his composition. See Franz Mussner, "Das ‘Gleichnis’ vom
gestrengen Mahlherm (Luke 13:22-30): Em Beitrag zum Redaktionsverfahren und zur
Theologie des Lukas," Trierer theologische Zeitschrift 65 (1956): 141. However, Luke’s
formulation shows his awareness o f the original context o f the parable in the ministry o f
Jesus by his use o f passages such as Luke 12:35-41, especially 41; 12:54-59, especially
54; 13:1-9, especially 1; 13:10-17, especially 17.
2The shutting o f the door may be paralleled with the suddenness o f the shutting o f
the door in Noah’s flood. See Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 53.
3Marshall, The Gospel o f Luke, 565.
4Etheibert Stauffer, "dyuvaCopaL," TDNT, 1:135.
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be seen in Jewish and early Christian exhortation.1 The striving is not intended "to enjoin
competition with others struggling to enter, but determination to enter at all costs before
the door is shut."2 The image o f the door is often related to the entry into God’s
eschatological banquet.3 Luke seems to be combining the idea o f narrowness with the
imagery o f the door to establish the point that not only is the way narrow, but soon the
door to the heavenly banquet will be closed.
25 act)’ ou av eyepGfj o OLKoSecmoTTic; ical anoicXeLOTi rr|L' Gupav4 ical ap^qaQe e£a>
ecrrcnm ical Kpoueiv rqv 9upav X
kyo
vzeQ
' icupie, avoil’ovf|plv, icaL6 arroicpiGeLc epel
u p . l v o u k o l5a up.ac iro0€v eaxe.

W hen once the householder gets u p an d closes the door, and outside y o u will begin
to stand and knock on th e door saying: “L ord, open for us,” then, answering he will
say to you: “I do not know you, w here you are (come) from .”
The parallel verses in Matt 25:10-12 suggest that Matthew, as well as Luke, was
drawing from the same Jewish imagery which portrays the exclusion theme. It is not an
"either/or" situation; the door is narrow and will shut soon. One needs to decide while
‘See 3 Macc 4:11; 4 Macc 11:20; 17:10; John 8:36; 1 Cor 9:25; Col 1:29; 4:12.
The usage o f this imagery in 1 Tim 4:10; 6:11-12; 2 Tim 4:7-8, as in this parable, has
eschatological connotations.
2Cadoux, 236.
3Matt 7:7-8, 13, 14; 22:12; 25:10, 21, 23; Luke 14:23. However, in Matt 7:13, 14
the image is a gate which probably hints o f an earlier tradition o f the Two Ways. Cf. Jer
21:8; Ps 1:6; Prov 14:2; Sir21:10; 2 En. 30:15; A v o t2:12-23; and especially, 2 Esd 7:1-9;
IQS 3:20-21; D id 1:1; 2:2; 5:1; B am . 18:1.
4This relative clause states a supposition which refers to the future, suggesting
some probability o f its fulfillment. See Robert Hanna, A Grammatical A id to the Greek
N ew Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983), 125.
sThe icai is probably paratactic. See Nolland, 734.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

272
there is still time.1
26 rote apljcoGe A.ey€Li/' ecjidyopei/ kvtiiriov aou Kal errLopev Kal kv rate; rrXareLaLc;
f p c o v eStSa^ag* 27 ical epct Xeycov up.lv/- o u k olSa [upac] t o G c v core- a'rroarTyce air’
epou TTavrec; epydrai afiiKiac;.

T h en you will begin to say: “W e a te and d rank before you, and in o u r w ide streets
y o u taught;” but he will say to you: “I do n o t know you, where you are (come)
from ; go away from m e all workers o f unrighteousness.”
Vss. 26-27 begin the applicatory section o f the parable which continues on to vs.
30. These two verses clearly highlight the rejection theme. The excluded ones,
especially the Jewish leaders, will appeal to their casual ties with the Lord o f the house,
"We ate and drank in your presence,2 and you taught in our streets," to be included in the
messianic banquet, but the answer w ill be, "I tell you I do not know you." The parallel in
M att 7:22-23 appears to be a reformulation o f a secondary nature.3 In this case, the false
Christian teacher is rejected.4
28 ecel5 corai o icA.au0p.6c; Kal o Ppuypoc; tc3i/ oSovccjv, orav ov|rr|a0€ ’APpaap <al
’Iaaaic Kal laKcop Kal Trdvrac; xoix; trpoctvntac; 4v rrj paaiA.eia rou 0eou, up.de 5e
€KpaA.A.opevoue
29 Kal ^ouauv dtro avatoA.c3v Kal 6uopc5v Kal airo Poppa Kal
voxou Kal ai/aKA.iQiyjoi'Tai. kv tfj paoLA.6La rou Qeou.

T hen, there will be loud crying and grinding o f teeth, w hen you see A bram and Isaac
and Jacob and all the prophets in th e kingdom o f God, b u t you yourselves are being
lBock, 1236.
2This anticipates the banquet scenario in vs. 29. It gives a hint that the setting o f
the narrow door is a banquet feast.
3Matthew’s addition o f opoXoyew supports this notion. See Nolland, 734.
4Bultmann, History o f the Synoptic Tradition, 117.
s€K€i is used here in a temporal sense. See Hanna, 125.
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cast outside. A nd they will com e from th e east and w est and fro m d ie n o rth and
so u th and recline (at the table) in th e kingdom o f G od.
Those who expected to partake in the eschatological banquet are now described
with exclusion vocabulary (o icAauGpoc; ical o Ppuypoc; rcuv oSovtcov; eKPaAAopei/ou<;)
commonly used by Matthew.1 In rabbinic literature loud crying was indicative o f
remorse for rejection o f the ungodly.2 The grinding o f teeth was an expression o f anger.3
Being cast out into outer darkness was a judgm ent m otif in Judaism.4
Inclusion vocabulary follows the exclusion vocabulary.5 The mention o f the
cardinal points indicates the inclusiveness o f the eschatological banquet. In the Old
Testament this imagery usually reflects the expected eschatological gathering o f the elect,
when the conquered and dispersed Gentiles would worship God in Zion to mark the
sovereignty o f Israel.6 In this context, the tables are turned; they who labor intensely,
including the Gentiles, may enter the narrow door o f salvation. They will dine with the
3M att 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30. Cf. John 12:31. For further study, see
K arlH . Rengstorf, "icAauGpdc^" TDNT, 3:726; idem, "Ppuypoc;," TDNT, 1:642; Friedrich
Hauck, "ecpdUco," TDNT, 1:527-528; Georg Bertram, "pupo?," TDNT, 4:839.
2Sipre 103 on Num 12:8.
3Job 30:31; Ps 35:16. See also Marshall, The Gospel o f Luke, 567.
41 En. 103:7-8; Ps Sol 14:9; 15:10; LeviticusR abbah 27:1; E xodusRabbah 14:2.
5M atthewhas the reverse o f this order: inclusion followed by exclusion (Matt
8 :11- 12).

61 Chr 9:24; Pss 96:3; 107:3; Isa 2:2; 25:6-10; 40:5; 43:5-6; 45:6, 14; 49:12; 51:4;
52:10; 55:5; 56:7; 59:19; 66:19-20; M ic 4:1-2; Zech2:13; Mai 1:11. Cf. the
exclusiveness o f the communal banquet at Qumran in the sub-section, "The Communal
Meal at Qumran," above.
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three revered patriarchs o f Judaism.1 avaicA.Lvoo suggests that the door in the parable
refers to one leading into a banquet hall.
30 Kal L5oi) euaiv eaxa'oi

ol

eoovrau trpcotoL ical elalv irpakoL

ol

laovTai eoxaroL.

A nd behold, they are last w ho will b e first, and they are first w ho will be last.
This verse clearly shows the reversal motif,2 and brings the parable to a pointed
summary:3 Many Jews who depend upon their status as a pass to the eschatological
banquet will be surprised to realize that the Gentiles have occupied their place; believers
who think that their standing in the kingdom depends on their casual relationship with
Jesus will be sorely disappointed that they did not enter the kingdom, while others whom
the believer thinks are less qualified are present.

Summary Statement of What the Parable Meant
This parable depicts the judgment theme juxtaposed by the disappointment o f
human expectations. Salvation is like a door. God opens and shuts the door at will. The
door is narrow, but all have access to it. M an must make every effort to enter while the
door is still open. Manson aptly describes this effort as a case of struggling through and
not strolling in.4 Those who refuse the message o f Jesus, yet claim their religious or
‘Cf. the eschatological banquet o f Isa 25:6-10 (pp. 172-174, above).
2Mark and Matthew reverse the sequence: Mark 10:31; Matt 19:30. Cf. Barn. 6:13
and Gos. Thom. 4.
3It is not a wandering logion as Nolland suggests. Nolland, 735.
4Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 125.
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social standing as a guarantee for entrance, will be disappointed (exclusion). Even the
enjoyment o f fellowship with Jesus avails nothing if one’s works have been evil. Only
those who labor seriously and sincerely will be let in (inclusion), and once the door is
shut by God himself, those on the outside will not be able to enter. There will be many
surprises in God’s end-time banquet.

Type-Scene Analysis
Literary Structure
Luke 13:22-23 facilitates the transition from the parables o f the Mustard Seed
(13:18-19) and the Leaven (13:20-21) to the parable o f the Narrow Door. In terms o f
Johnston’s structure o f rabbinic parables, there is no illustrand or introductory formula.
The parable proper consists o f vss. 24-27. The application is interwoven with several
scriptural citations in vss. 28-30. The structure may be analyzed as follows:
A. You strive to enter the door (vs. 24a)
Many will seek to enter and are not able (vs. 24b)
B. When the householder shuts the door (from inside) (vs. 25a)
You will stand and knock on the door (from outside) (vs. 25b)
C. You will begin . . . saying: Open up to us (vs. 25c)
He will say: I do not know you (vs. 25d)
You will begin to say: "We ate and . . . " (vs. 26)
He will say: "I do not know you . . . " (vs. 27)
D. Conclusion: vss. 28-30
You yourselves will be cast out (vs. 28)
Many will enter the banquet (vs. 29)
Summary Quote (vs. 30)
They are last who will be first
They are first who will be last.
Luke presents a design that consists o f a series o f parallelisms that are structurally
antithetic to reveal the exclusion/inclusion theme. The invitation to strive to enter is in
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tension with the many who will not be able to enter (Section A). Section B describes the
householder shutting the door from the inside, which counterbalances the guests standing
and knocking from the outside. In Section C a graphic antitheism is evident, by means o f
the repetition of words with variation. Freely used are words such as apxw and kiyoi, and
phrases such as <ai . . . epel up.lv and ouic oiSa upac; rroGev eare (ap^naQe . . . A.eyovre<;;
Kai . . . epel uplv; ouic oi5a upac TO0ev eare; ap£ea0e Xeyeuv; ical epel keycov uplv; ouic
olScc. [upac] iroGev eare).
The conclusion presents two antitheisms. The first describes those (the Jewish
opponents who believe they have the legal right to be included in the kingdom) who will
be cast out, against the many (the Gentiles) who will be included in the banquet. This
mellows the assertion in vs. 24 that m any will not be able to enter. In the second
instance, there is a neat chiasm w hich summarizes the parable: A reversal o f fortunes will
be the final outcome.

Plot
As Jesus is making his w ay to Jerusalem (Luke 13:22), an anonymous inquisitor
asks him, "Lord, are there a few who are being saved?" (13:23). The question begs for an
answer that would elaborate on the number o f people who would be saved. The plot of
the parable reveals that Jesus refrains from answering the question posed to him. Instead,
Jesus clarifies what it takes to enter the eschatological banquet, who are excluded from it,
and who are included in it. He demonstrates that the anonymous question is not the right
question. Rather, the question should have been, "How may I be saved?" or in the
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context o f parable, "How can I be included in the messianic banquet?" The answer is
given in the parable o f the Narrow D oon Entrance into the m essianic banquet requires
"striving" through the narrow door.
The parabler seems to be aware o f a tradition behind the door imagery.1 The
image o f the door is crucial for the main point Jesus desires to make in response to the
question put to him. The narrator is not interested in the entire banquet scene; he expects
the audience to fill in the blanks that make up the banquet story. Although no actual
mention is made o f a banquet, the depiction o f the householder getting up (likely, from
his couch) and the placement o f the word "recline" in vs. 29 suggest a banquet scenario.
The mention o f the householder as the one who shuts the door hints that the banquet is
probably a house banquet and not a wedding feast as in the parable o f the Ten Virgins.
The plot of the parable o f the Narrow Door has echoes in the Eminence o f Guests
type-scene, the Guests and Hosts Response type-scene, and, especially in the Wise and
Foolish Invitees type-scene. W hen using the Eminence o f Guests type-scene, only the
opening o f the door for the eminent guests is mentioned. While the door m otif is not
specifically mentioned, it is alluded to in the Wise and Foolish Invitees type-scene. In
the Guests and Host Response type-scene, the narrator uses the imagery o f the host
welcoming other guests.
The banquet is supposedly prepared by the householder. The selective invitation
is given to the Jews or the disciples. The notable variation in this type-scene is the
‘Cf. the parable o f the Trickles from the Palace: t. Sot ah 11:3.
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striving to enter the door. Invitees to a banquet were normally welcomed to the banquet
with a wide-open door as in the case o f the Eminence o f Guests type-scene. Struggling to
enter the banquet seems to be a variation created by combining the narrow gate concept
(cf. M att 7:13-14) with the open/closed banquet door concept to bring about the
eschatological judgment theme.
As in the parable o f the Ten Virgins, the door m otif relates to the
exclusion/inclusion1theme outside o f the banquet hall and not inside the banquet hall (see
above). In so doing the narrator is heightening the drama of the judgm ent motif. Upon
the shutting o f the door by the householder, the cry of the rejected ones (the foolish ones,
using the characterization in the parable o f the Ten Virgins) is met w ith the same reaction
o f the bridegroom in the parable o f the Ten Virgins: "I do not know you . . . " However,
the exclusion theme o f the foolish (the Jewish opponents) is more vivid and dramatic in
this parable. The anger motif is no doubt present. The foolish will see (stand and watch)
the patriarchal triad in the banquet celebration, and, ultimately, they will be cast out
(condemnation). The accepted ones (or the wise ones [the Gentiles]) join the banquet
(compensation) and recline at the table with the patriarchs.
The plot in this parable begins with suspense. At first, the challenge to enter the
narrow door seems almost impossible. The shutting o f the door, followed by the
knocking and pleading o f the rejected, precipitates the tension. It is too late to strive at
that time. The host’s response sounds harsh and cold: "I do not know you, where you are
Tn the case of the Ten Virgins, the sequence is reversed: inclusion/exclusion.
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from." He envisages a plea from the rejected that their association with him warrants a
place in the banquet. So he innoculates their thinking: "Then you w ill begin to say, we
ate . .

The plea magnifies the earnestness o f the rejected invitees. The householder’s

second response further amplifies the condemnation o f the rejected and reveals the
severity o f the judgment: "I do not know you, where you are from; go away from me all
workers o f unrighteousness." Here we see repetition and enlargement of the earlier
response o f the householder. The question lingers for the reader: "If not the opposing
Jewish leaders, who will be included?" or "Who is able to enter the banquet?" The
prophets will be on the inside, while the foolish will be on the outside. Furthermore, the
surprise is that the Gentiles will join the prophets on the inside, while the Jews will
remain on the outside. This brings the plot to a fine resolution.
The plot in this narrative may be seen as a tragic plot with a touch of comedy.
The dramatic cries o f the rejected, rejected by the hopeless response o f the host, define
the tragedy. The comic aspect o f the narrative is revealed by the unwarranted claims o f
the rejected o f their right to banquet fellowship because o f their casual acquaintance with
the householder. They are portrayed as being very confident o f their position at the
banquet table, but their light reasoning and superficial relationship with the host are laid
bare and ridiculous before him. They think they are a privileged class because o f their
former friendship with the host, but their shallow association dictates their fate. Strangers
from every comer o f the earth will enter the eschatological banquet before them.
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C haracterization
The narrator exploits the technique o f contrasting characters to depict
characterization. A good example o f characterization in this type-scene is seen in the
contrasting behavior o f the rejected1 and the householder. Both characters are fullfledged round characters. As the plot develops, the narrator intensifies the contrasting
roles o f both characters. The householder gets up and shuts the door; the rejected stand
and knock. The rejected cry for the opening o f the door; the householder rejects their cry.
The rejected advance a reason for their claim to table fellowship; the householder
advances a reason to disclaim their reasoning. Moreover, the householder casts judgment
on the rejected ("go away from me . . . " ) and goes on to graphically describe the fate o f
the rejected.
Ironically, this episode in the narrative describing the failing attempts o f the
rejected to enter the banquet after the door is shut shows their "strivings" by increments.
By the same token, the episode describes the householder’s response to the pleas of the
rejected by increasing harshness. The narrator’s use o f repetitive phrases with variations
in introducing direct discourses ("You will begin saying/to say . . . " and "He will say
. . . " ) conveys the ineffectiveness o f the pleas, and maximizes the rejection theme.
Furthermore, the narrator’s use o f the different points o f view o f the characters makes the
narrative descriptive. The interchange o f the characters’ points o f view makes the
characters’ traits stand out more distinctly.
*The rejected ones are identified in the second person plural: "you."
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The rejected may be also compared with those from around the globe who will
recline and dine in the kingdom. These foreigners are cast in a better light than the
rejected who strove relentlessly. Though they are cast as flat characters in the narrative,
they become the honored guests in the kingdom. This is a reversal o f fortunes. Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob are also flat characters whose function in the narrative is to focus on the
stark reality o f the lostness o f the Jewish leaders.
Characterization is also seen in the contrasting responses o f the householder to the
ones who will be excluded from the banquet and those who will be included in the
banquet. In the parable proper, the householder is cast in a merciless light by the
narrator, but as the narrator gets to the application section o f the parable, he presents the
householder in a shockingly different light. Though selected invitees were spumed,
strangers from the world over may have full table fellowship. The implied reader’s
judgment o f the householder’s severity changes to one o f magnanimous benevolence.
This surprising shift o f judgm ent escalates the credibility o f the householder in the
narrative.

Them e
The exclusion/inclusion theme governs the finished form o f the text. This theme
reveals two aspects o f the verdict o f God: exclusion for those who failed to do their
utmost to enter, yet claim their place in the kingdom; inclusion for those who labored
intently to enter the eschatological banquet. The parable is a dialectic between human
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responsibility and the priority o f God’s grace and invitation.1
The door m otif creates a picture o f judgment.2 In this scene the banquet door of
salvation is open until the householder decides to shut it. To strive to enter after the door
is shut is failure. Vying to enter must be done prior to the closing o f the door, for when
the door is shut no amount o f pleading, no matter how reasonable, justifies the reopening
o f the door. The host rejects the unprepared by excluding them from the banquet, while
he accepts the prepared by including them in the banquet. The sequence o f the host’s
action in terms o f the theme o f the narrative is exclusion/inclusion. In Matthew’s parable
o f the Ten Virgins the sequence is inclusion/exclusion, in line with M atthew’s emphasis
on the rejection o f the Jewish leaders. However, in this parable the sequence is reversed
in line with Luke’s emphasis on the inclusion o f the Gentiles. This sequence sets the
pace for the other banquet parables that follow in Luke’s Gospel.

Summary
Since the author has put together a combination o f different sources to form this
parable, this banquet type-scene is also made up o f different elements. It is a synthesis of
all the banquet type-scenes into a unique narrative that reveals the context of Jesus’
ministry and Luke’s audience. The diachronic analysis and the type-scene analysis
revealed that the parable exposes the disappointment of those who believe they have a
lNoUand, 734.
2See comment in the subsection, "Theme" on the parable o f the Ten Virgins,
above.
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right to be included in the kingdom. They will be excluded in their self-complacency.
Those who struggle earnestly to enter will eventually qualify to dine with the patriarchs at
the banquet table o f the Lord. The fate o f human beings depends not on their patrilineal
ancestry or station in life but on their response to the invitation to enter into the messianic
kingdom.

Places at a Feast: Luke 14:7-11 (Cf. M att 23:6 = M ark 12:39 —
Luke 20:46) and The Choice of Guests: Luke 14:12-14
Diachronic Critical Analysis
Luke 14:7-11 is commonly called the parable o f Places at a Feast.1 Vss. 12-14 are
generally considered as a separate pericope, which serves as a link between the parable o f
Places at a Feast and the parable o f the Great Supper in vss. 15-24.2 Scholars are slow to
assert that Luke 14:12-14 is actually another parable, contiguous to vss. 7-11.3 It appears
that this is a situation in which a geminate context is created for the single working o f two
parables. It is suggested in this section that Luke 14:7-14 consists o f two parables
1Although this pericope may be seen as a simple parenetic instruction, it qualifies
as a parable. First, the Gospel writer introduces the unit with the word T ra p a (3 o X q .
Second, vs. 10 echoes Prov 25:6-7, and a parable may be understood as a proverb. Third,
it is a wisdom saying whose attributes verify its parabolic nature.
^ u ltm an n , H istory o f the Synoptic Tradition, 361; Marshall, The Gospel o f Luke,
583; Nolland, 748.
3Bultmann, H istory o f the Synoptic Tradition, 325-326; Cadoux, 95-96; R. C. H.
Lenski, The Interpretation o f St. L u ke’s Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1946), 770,
773-775; Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 278; Marshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 581, 583;
Timothy Lee Noel, "The Parable o f the Wedding Guest: A Narrative-Critical
Interpretation," Perspectives in Religious Studies 17 (1989): 20-21; Nolland, 747, 749.
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juxtaposed in an antithetical fashion to create beauty, order, and meaning.1 For this
reason I have chosen to handle these two parables simultaneously.
The major issue in parable research concerning these parables is the question o f
their literary unity and placement in the Lucan Travel Narrative. While Bultmann and
Crossan acknowledged the literary unity o f the two pericopes, they argued that the
situation is artificial.2 Jeremias, supported by Crossan and Funk, claimed that the
parables should be interpreted apart from their Lucan contexts, and that an interpretation
from the Lucan context should be appreciated only in a secondary sense.3 The following
study shows that these parables are appropriately placed in their immediate and larger
contexts, and that their literary unity is evident.

Literary Context
Blomberg proposes that these parables and the parable o f the Great Supper lie at
‘Geldenhuys sees the passage as one parable, which he calls the parable o f Those
That W ere Bidden and the Highest Seats. See Norval Geldenhuys, Commentary on the
G ospel o f Luke, The New International Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954),
389. Cf. Bock, 1260-1261. Bock handles it as a unitary passage with the title "Lessons
on Humility and Generosity." Ibid., 1260. A suggestive title after this manner could be
the parable o f The Invited Guests and Inviting Guests.
b u ltm an n described Luke 14:7-24 as "a series o f passages linked by a quite
external relationship to a feast." Bultmann, H istory o f the Synoptic Tradition, 325.
Crossan maintained that there were several disjunctions in the text. He claimed that "the
literary situation is as elegant as it is artificial." Crossan, In Parables, 69.
3See Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 191-192; Crossan, In Parables, 69-70;
Funk, Language, Hermeneutic and the W ord o f God, 176.
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the center o f Luke’s chiastically arranged Travel Narrative.1 Jesus is resolute about
getting to Jerusalem. After giving the parable o f the Narrow Door, he laments over
Jerusalem. The immediate context is a banquet situation in the life o f Jesus, presumably
a short distance from Jerusalem. Jesus is invited to dine with a leading Pharisee (Luke
14:1). After healing the man with the dropsy, Jesus tackles the question o f precedence o f
celebrating life over legalistic Sabbath keeping.2 Those who sought to defame him are
not able to answer him, as Jesus has bound them in a logical strait (14:2-6). Then Jesus
reprimands the invitees who choose the best seats at the feast (14:7). His aphorism in vs.
11 speaks about the reversal o f places in the eschaton. He then instructs with regard to
the caliber o f people one must invite to a banquet and the recompense for such a gesture
(14:12-14). At this juncture, a macarism comes from an anonymous guest about eating
lBlomberg’s inverted parallelism appears as follows:
Luke 10:25-37
18:9-14
11:5-8
18:1-8
11:11-13
17:7-10
12:13-21
16:19-31
12:35-38
16:1-13
14:1-6
14:28-33
14:7-24
See Craig Blomberg, "Midraish, Chiasmus, and the Outline o f Luke’s Central Section,"
in Gospel Perspectives: Studies in M idrash a n d Historiography, vol. 3, ed. R. T. France
and David Wenham (Sheffield: JSOT, 1983), 243. In other chiastic structures o f the
Travel Narrative in Luke, these parables have their inverted parallels in 13:1-9 (Bailey,
P oet and Peasant, 80-82) or 13:18-30 (C. H. Talbert, Literary Patterns, Theological
Themes and the Genre o f Luke-Acts [Missoula, MT: Scholars, 1974], 51-52).
2The question of Sabbath keeping is raised several times in Luke culminating in
the passage under study. See Luke 4:31; 6:1-5; 6:6-11; 13:10-17. These passages portray
Jesus in conflict with the Pharisees. They show that the very outcasts whom the
Pharisees despised are accepted and included by Jesus.
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bread in the kingdom, to which Jesus responds with the parable o f the Great Supper
(14:16-24).1

Tradition Analysis
This pericope is unique to Luke and is classified as L material. Members o f the
Jesus Seminar dismiss the greater part o f this unit as not being authentic to Jesus. In fact,
vss. 8-10 and 12-14 are color-coded black, while vs. 11 is rendered gray.2 Funk and
Hoover contend that the passage reflects the Greco-Roman symposium literary tradition,
and that its content reflects Lucan themes, such as humility and concern for the poor and
afflicted. In addition, the passage draws on elements o f Israelite wisdom.3 Regardless of
their position, the theme o f humility was common to Jesus’ teaching,4 and egalitarianism
characterized Jesus’ ministry.5 We have also established in chapter 4 that banquets
‘Charles Talbert arranged Luke 14:1-24 into the following chiastic pattern to
demonstrate the self-seeking attitude o f Pharisees:
A Unconcern about others (humans) while having an appearance o f being
religious (1-6)
B Self-seeking as a guest (7-11)
B ’ Self-seeking as a host (12-14)
A ’ Unconcern about others (God) while giving the appearance o f being religious
(15-24).
See Charles Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary a n d Theological Commentary on the Third
Gospel (New York: Crossroad, 1982), 196.
2See Funk and Hoover, 350-351.
3Ibid., 351.
4See Mark 10:35-45; Matt 18:4; 23:12; Luke 11:43; 18:14; 20:45-47; 22:24-27.
sSee Dominic Crossan, The H istorical Jesus: The Life o f a M editerranean
Peasant (New York: Harper, 1991), 261-262; R. A. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral
Violence: Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine (San Francisco: Harper and
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described in the New Testament basically followed the Greco-Roman banquet.1 Finally,
it was also common among the rabbis to use Jewish wisdom themes.2 Therefore, it was
not unlikely that Jesus would use these topics in his public discourses.

Historical Analysis
Jesus must have told these parables about three months before his crucifixion, in
Perea in the house o f a well-to-do Pharisee on the Sabbath day. Also present were a
number o f local Jewish dignitaries, invited that they might scrutinize his conduct and, if
possible, repudiate his Messianic claims. Perhaps, after glancing around and observing
the richly clad and well-conditioned guests, Jesus marked how they chose the places of
honor. No doubt, the ambitious guests contended for the higher ranking seats. Perhaps,
they were even uncouth about it-a behavior not becoming to their station in life. The one
who was deprived o f a higher seat would have had to step down a notch lower in rank.
Jesus reacted by warning against heartless and hollow civilities, and gave a rule for table
manners.3
Jesus then continues with instructions in table etiquette for the host o f the banquet
Row, 1987), 240.
LSee the subsection, "Greco-Roman Banquets," above.
2See J. Ernst, D as Evangelium nach Lukas, Regensburger Neues Testament 3
(Regensburg: Pustet, 1977), 437. For Greek examples, see E. Klostermann, D as
Lukasevangelium, Handbuch zum Neuen Testament 5 (Tubingen: Mohr, 1975), 150.
3Jeremias maintains that rrapaPoXq (Luke 14:7) should be translated as "rule"
because in this incident Jesus is giving directions for table etiquette. See Jeremias, The
Parables o f Jesus, 45.
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and potential banquet hosts. Jesus instructs his host that his hospitality now will affect
his status at the end-time banquet. A host must not invite those who can repay generosity
shown but instead invite those who cannot repay.
While Jesus was advocating humility and generosity in the deportment o f guest
and host in these parables, he was also introducing an eschatological warning which
looked forward to the heavenly banquet, where the guest and the host alike are called to
renounce self-righteous pretensions and to exercise self-abasement before God.1 The
Lucan community seemed to have adopted a similar understanding o f the parables.

Exegetical Commentary
14:7 ’'EA.ey€v 5k trpoc roix; KetcXiTpevoix; TrapapoA.rjv, knextjv
e^eXeyoi/TO, Xkyoiv irpog autoug-

ttcjc;

tac; ■npcoroicXi.aiai;

A nd he began speaking a parable to the invited guests, w hen he noticed how they
w ere choosing for themselves the places o f honor, saying to them :
This parable seems to function as a piece o f prudential advice. Guests chose the
best seats for themselves instead o f waiting to be assigned their places by the host (see
pp. 191-192, above). k^kkyouzo may be either a tendential (conative) or durative
(progressive) imperfect implying pre-meditated engagement and deliberation in the
lCf. ibid., 193. Cadoux holds that the original meaning o f the parable was that the
Jews should humble themselves in the face o f Roman domination. See Cadoux, 96.
W hile oppression from the Romans was a true-to-fact historic situation o f the Jews in the
time o f Jesus, it is unlikely that Jesus was addressing this issue in the context o f this
parable.

R ep ro d u ced with p erm ission o f the copyright ow ner. Further reproduction prohibited w ithout p erm ission.

289
choosing o f the seats. The ancient Jews paid close attention to protocol.1 Seating order
for functions was meticulously arranged (see pp. 191-192, above). Banquets offered just
another opportunity for exposure and social standing.2 Rivalry for special honor was
probably widespread in ancient Mediterranean culture. For example, Theophrastus
charges that an ill-bred desire for status is a petty ambition which is displayed by the
guest who seeks the seat next to the host.3
8 ozau tcA.r|9 f|c; utto

eic; yapouc;,4 p T | icaTaicA.i9 fj<; c l c ; fqv TrpartoicA.LaLav, i X T jir o te
evTipoirepoc; oou fi K€icA.T|p€i/o<; inr’ autou, 9 ical kXQ&v o oe teal a vvo v KaXeaac; kpet
a o f 56 c; xoutco xottou, xai to te ap£r) peta aLoxuvric; tow eoxatov totrow larrexeiw.
tlw o c ;

W hen y o u are invited by som eone to a w edding feast, do n o t recline in the place o f
honor; it m ay tu rn o u t that5 one w ho is m ore em inent than you m ay have been
invited by him , and he w ho invited you, b o th will com e and say to you: Give a place
to this m an, and then you will begin w ith shame to go dow n to the last place.
W hen the guest who scrambles takes a seat of higher honor, all subsequent guests
would take the intermediate seats. Thus, when the host dislocates the guest he is forced
lRobert Winterhalter and George W. Fisk, Jesus ’Parables: Finding Our God
Within (New York: Paulist, 1993), 65.
2Scholars agree that this banquet scenario followed the Greco-Roman symposium.
See Funk and Hoover, 351. Cf. the sub-section, "Greco-Roman banquets," above.
3W arren Anderson, Theophrastus: The Character Sketches (Iowa City: Kent State
University Press, 1970), 89.
4P75 b sa omit etc; yapouc; probably because the wedding feast seemed
inappropriate for this context. In any case Fitzmyer suggests that yapoc is a term broad
enough to describe any feast, including a wedding. See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Luke,
AnchorBible, 2 vols. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981), 2:1046.
sNolland’s interpretation, "it may turn out that," fits in well with the staccato o f
the statement as p^tro-ce normally expresses a negative purpose, "lest." See Nolland, 748749.
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to go to the lowest seat. It was common for the most distinguished guests1to make a late
appearance,2 as this would give them the opportunity to make a grand entrance, and so
make a good impression. To be asked to move to a lower seat when a more distinguished
guest arrived would be most embarassing.3 The construction zoze ap^Tj peta ccloxui'tic;
zov €0'/a~ov zottov Karexci-y graphically depicts the shame felt with every step made by

the guest dislocated from the esteemed position to a lower place.4 Kaxkya is a variant for
"recline" in vs. 8.5
10 akk' ozocv tcApOfic;, TropeuOeic; dvdtreoc etc *ov eaxatoi/ zoirov, iva ozav <eA0t| o
k€kA.t|icco<; ae epeu a o f 4>iAe, TtpoaavdpT|9i. avcorepov* rote ea ta i aoi 5o£a kvum iov
TTca/rcov zu>v avvava.K€L\ieucov aou.

B u t w hen you are invited, go and fall back in the last place, so th at w hen th e one
w ho has invited you comes, he will say to you: Friend, com e up higher; then there
will be to you, glory before all w ho are reclining a t the table w ith you.
In this verse open shame is contrasted with public honor. The literary background
o f this verse seems to have echoes from Prov 25:6-7.6 Strack and Billerbeck have come
H a n so n notes that the most important guests were distinguished by age and
social standing. See Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 278. After A.D. 300 precedence
depended more upon age. See Marshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 581.
2Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 192.
3Brian A. Nelson, H ustle W on’t B ring the Kingdom o f God: J esu s' Parables
Interpretedfor Today (St Louis: Bethany, 1978), 87. Cf. the late arrival o f a distinguished
guest in Timon’s banquet, p. 192, above.
4Alfred Plummer, A C ritical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel
according to St. Luke, International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T & T Clark,
1956), 357.
5Lenski, The Interpretation o f L u ke’s Gospel, 771.
6Cf. Mark 12:39; Luke 20:46. Cf. also Sir 3:17-20.
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up with a series o f parallels to this verse.1 Scholars also see a close parallel o f table
manners in rabbinic literature. Rabbi Simeon ben Azzai (ca. AX). 110) is quoted as
saying, "Stand two or three places below your (proper) place and wait, until they say to
you, ‘Come up here.’"2 Some commentators question whether this teaching originated
from Jesus, as it seems to promote a hypocritical humility and low ethical value.3
However, the main point is that it is better for others to recognize who you are than to
suggest to them your "proper" (or improper') place. In other words, "station should be
suggested by others, not seized by oneself."4
11

otl

rrac; o u\|k3v eautov raireLvcoOqatTai., ical o Toureivaji' eautou uilfcoOqaeTai.

Because everyone w ho exalts him self w ill b e m ade low, and th e o n e w h o makes him self
lo w will be exalted.
This verse has Old Testament and other Jewish parallels.5 The eschatological
reversal is here portrayed.6 The proud w ill be excluded on the Last Day, while the humble
will be included. Jeremias sees in this passage a proverb comparable to that o f Rabbi Hillel
(60 B.C.E. - 20 A.D.): "My abasement is my exaltation, and my exaltation is my
lSee Strack and Billerbeck, 1:916; 2:204.
2Leviticus Rabbah 1.5. Cf. Josephus Antiquities 15.2.4 §21.
3See Cadoux, 95, 96; A. R. C. Leaney, A Commentary on the G ospel according to
St. Luke, Harpers New Testament Commentaries (New York: Harper, 1958), 213; Luce,
246.
4Bock, 1264.
5Ezek 17:24; 21:26; Sir3: 19-23. See also Fitzmyer, 2:1047; Ernst, 439.
6The reversal theme is common in the book o f Luke: 1:52-53; 6:21, 25; 10:15;
18:14.
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abasement."1 For Hillel it is a piece o f practical w isdom -pride will fall and humility will
win in the end. For Jesus, this passage is "an eschatological activity, the humbling o f the
proud and the exaltation o f the humble in the Last Day."2 The two theological passives
suggest that one will be humbled or exalted by God (cf. Luke 14:14).3
12 ’'EA.eyev 5e teal tco kgcA-tiicoti. a u to y o~uv TroLfjc apLtrrov f] SeLTivoy, pr] (j)OJV€L touc;
4)lA.oix; a o u priSe roue; a5eA.cf)ou<; aou p.T|6€ roue; auyyev€L <; aou ^rj6e yeLtovac; ttA-oixilouc;,
nf|T rot€ teal aurol avziKaktauiaCv a t ical yevTjraL avrairoSopd o o l .

A nd he also continued saying to the one w ho had invited him : W hen you m ake a
breakfast or dinner, do n o t invite your friends, neither your brethren, n o r your
relatives, n o r rich neighbors, lest they themselves also invite you in return, and there
is repayment to you.
Having addressed the guests, Jesus now turns to the host. He directs attention to
the question o f reciprocation. His parable to the host is similar to the one for the guests,
but now the focus is on whom not to invite and whom to invite, whether the occasion is a
late breakfast or late afternoon meal.4 (fccoveco in the present imperative, "do not make it a
habit of inviting," suggests that exclusive invitations were a common practice. Jesus
forbad this practice o f inviting only those friends who are predisposed to reciprocating
benefits to the host. Nelson points out that the guest was expected to bring a gift, as this
Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 192.
2Ibid., 192-193. The future tenses used here suggest the last judgment.
3Arthur A. Just, Luke 9:51-24:53, Concordia Commentary: A Theological
Exposition o f Sacred Scripture (Saint Louis: Concordia, 1973), 569. Cf. Lenski, The
Interpretation o f L u ke’s Gospel, 772.
4Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "apiotov," “Sctirvov'." See also Johannes Behm, "SeTtrvou,"
TDNT, 2:34.
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would help in recovering the cost o f the food. Thus, the host could even end up with
added assets.1 Otto Betz proposes that the words o f Jesus in this verse are a Semitic
rhetorical idiom, meaning "not so muchx, rather y."2 Therefore, Jesus is not suggesting
that one must neglect friends and other close company, fo r this goes contrary to the spirit
o f his own life.
13 ctXX orav Soxtiv Troufic, KaXeL imoxouf;, dvaireipouc, x&J^ouc, tix^Aow;*

B u t whenever you m ake a banquet, invite the poor, th e crippled, th e lame, and th e
b lin d . . .
5oxti is a reception, banquet, or a major meal (cf. Luke 5:29).3 The four
categories o f people contrast with the four types o f invitees in vs. 12: friends, brothers,
relatives, and rich neighbors (cf. Luke 14:21). Unlike the people o f vs. 12, those o f vs. 13
were excluded from the temple.4 The community at Qum ran seems also to have rejected
these unfortunate ones.5 Jesus undermines the conventional practice o f reciprocation in
favor o f a hospitality and generosity in which no ulterior motives operate.6
‘Nelson, 88.
2Otto Betz, "(tHovew," TDNT, 9:303.
3Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "5oxn."
4Lev 21:17-23; 2 Sam 5:8.
slQ28a 2.3-10; 1QM 7:4. See also Nolland, 751; Bock, 1266; Gerhard Schneider,
D as Evangelium nach Lukas, Okumenischer Taschenbuch-Kommentar 3, vol. 1
(Gutersloh: Mohn, 1977), 315; Fitzmyer, 2:1047.
6For further details on the practice o f reciprocation, see Malina and Rohrbaugh,
325.
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. . . and yo u will be blessed, since they do n o t have (the means) to repay you, fo r
there will be repaym ent to y o u in th e resurrection o f th e righteous.”
Open table fellowship brings about a state o f happiness which ultimately leads to
full fellowship at the end-time banquet (Luke 14:16-24). A t the resurrection, such
hospitality and generosity w ill be paid back.1 Bock purports that the passive
av"airo5o0Tio€TaL is suggestive o f God being the source o f the blessing (cf. Luke 14:11).2
The double use o f dvraTro6i6cop.L is emphatic, denoting that the outcasts are unable to pay
back while only God can repay.3

Summary Statement of W hat the Parable Meant
These parables are about reversal o f fortunes. Luke is comparing Jesus’ ministry
with that o f the Jewish leadership. The Jewish leaders sought only for the places o f
honor. However, in God’s eschatological hour, contrived ranking and distinctions o f
honor are undermined and overthrown. The attitude o f showing hospitality only to a
selective few is undermined, while open fellowship, in which no boundaries o f class or
rank exist, is encouraged. Table fellowship is an inclusive event. Those who rely upon
such things as social rank, status, and reciprocity to assure them o f standing will be
disappointed on Judgment Day. The "tables will be turned"; the humble will be exalted
‘Cf. 2 Macc 7:9; Luke 20:35; John 5:29.
^ o c k , 1267.
3Ibid.
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and the generous will be blessed. The proud will be humbled and excluded from God’s
end-time banquet, while the humble and generous will be included in the kingdom. In the
final analysis, there will be exclusion/inclusion in the eschatological banquet o f God.

Type-Scene Analysis
Literary Structure
Each o f the two parables embraces only two parts o f the typical rabbinic structure
o f parables: the parable proper and the application. The application in the Places at a
Feast consists also of the scriptural citation. Their antithetic structure is as follows:
When invited to a wedding feast
When hosting a banquet
Do not take the place o f honor
Do not invite the rich and relatives
Lest a more distinguished guest is invited Lest they invite you in return
And in humiliation take the lowest place
And repayment comes to you
But when invited
But when giving a banquet
Recline at the lowest place
Invite the poor, the maimed, etc.
You will be honored
You will be blessed
You will be repaid: humiliation for the
You will be repaid at the resurrection
self-exalted; exaltation for the humble
o f the just1
The close semblance o f the two structures is a good argument that the unit dealing with
inviting guests (14:12-12) is a parable (the Choice o f Guests) akin to the parable o f Places
at a Feast (14:7-11). The parable o f Places at a Feast instructs the banquet invitee to take
a lowly place in a banquet feast, and the parable o f the Choice o f Guests instructs the
banquet host to invite those who cannot repay. These instructions are presented in an
antithetical fashion in the two passages: in the first instance, what not to do and what to
‘See a similar structure in Noel, "The Parable o f the Wedding Guest," 20-21. Cf.
R. Allan Culpepper, Pentecost 2, Proclamation 3, Series C, ed. Elizabeth Achtemeier
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 38.
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do as an invitee; in the second instance, who not to invite and who to invite as a host.

Plot
Those invited to the Sabbath banquet at the Pharisee’s house (Luke 14:1) were
scrambling for the best seats. This should not have been so as, typically, the guests
would be ushered in and given their assigned seats followed by washings, pouring o f
ointment, and allocation o f portions. Jesus observed this untoward behavior and began to
articulate a parable whose narrative structure ran contrary to his hearers’ expectations. As
a backdrop for his parable o f the Places at a Feast, Jesus uses The Eminence o f Guests
type-scene to formulate his teachings about humility versus self-seeking honor.
The traditional narrative structure o f such a type-scene would require that each
invitee be given a rightful place at the banquet table; then would follow leisurely eating
and drinking. In this instance, however, Jesus undermined the conventional manner o f
thinking o f banquet protocol. Not only did he contradict the inappropriate practice o f
scampering for seats, but he shocked his hearers by insisting that they repair to the lowest
seat.
The plot o f the narrative shows how Jesus foils this convention. Using the
technique o f contrasting characters, Jesus shows how self-exaltation will be brought low
and humility will be exalted. One who rushes for the best seat is not truly honorable. He
might be humiliated when a more distinguished guest arrives and the host asks him to
retreat to a lower position. A truly honorable guest does not rush for a seat o f honor in
the banquet room. Rather, he withdraws to the lowest seat, to be later called up to a
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higher seat where honor awaits him.
Jesus not only corrects the guests’ attitude, but reprimands the host. He does this
using the parable o f the Choice o f Guests. The host m ust not use hospitality as a means
o f attracting honor for himself by inviting friends, relatives, and rich neighbors.
Hospitality must not be done on a quid pro quo basis, for this has no merit. Instead, the
host should invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. The guests must not be
able to recompense the host, though God eventually will repay him.
This parable follows the same narrative structure as the parable o f Places at a
Feast. The parable o f Places at a Feast gives instructions for invited guests; the parable o f
the Choice o f Guests gives instruction on inviting guests. Again, the parabler contrasts
characters, degrading reciprocity and elevating generosity. However, in this instance, the
backdrop for this parable is the Guests and H ost Response type-scene. In this type-scene
the expectation o f the audience was that the outcasts o f society were invited only if the
selectively invited ones did not show up. Jesus contravenes this conventional thinking
and practice. The recommendation is that a host m ust first invite the outcast, for in so
doing the host will be blessed. To invite the less fortunate ones would be an act o f honor
that would pay rich rewards at the resurrection.
The key word that ties the two parables into an integrated plot is the repeated use
o f xaXeu. In various constructs it is used nine times in the narrative (vs. 7, twice in vs. 8,
vs. 9, twice in vs. 10, twice in vs. 12, vs. 13). Through the play and interplay of this
word, the narrator has brought coherence to the plot o f the two parables. The parable o f
Places at a Feast has to do with the attitude o f invited guests; the parable o f the Choice o f
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Guests has to do with the attitude o f inviting guests. Accordingly, the plot may be
described as one which addresses the matter o f invited guests and inviting guests.
The plot o f the two parables describes "a situation o f polar reversals."1 This
reversal o f fortunes displays a tragic plot using the principle o f cause and effect. In the
parable o f Places at a Feast, the Pharisees who exalt themselves in the banquet o f earthly
life will have to give way at the banquet o f the hereafter to those who humbled
themselves. In the parable of the Choice o f Guests the Pharisees’ inclusion only o f thenclose associates will cause their exclusion from the eschatological banquet. Conversely,
the inclusion o f the outcast in table fellowship will result in inclusion in the
eschatological banquet o f the Lord.

Characterization
The characters in these parables dominate the movement o f the narrative. The
influence o f characterization on the meaning o f the parables suggests that the narrator is
using a character-oriented plot. The guest stands out in the type-scene o f the parable o f
Places at a Feast, representing those who were invited to the banquet: Pharisees and,
presumably, other Jewish leaders. They are cast in a poor light. They sought only their
honor in choosing the best seats. In a previous meal at another Pharisee’s house (Luke
11:37), the Jewish leaders objected to Jesus’ lack o f observance o f ceremonial washings
before eating. Jesus reacted with a sharp reprimand: "Woe to you Pharisees! For you
love the best seat in the synagogue, and the greetings in the market places" (Luke 11:43).
Crossan, In Parables, 70.
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Later, he would caution the people: "Beware o f the scribes, who like . . . the chief seats in
the synagogues, and the places o f honor at banquets, who devour widows’ houses___
These will receive a greater judgment" (Luke 20:46-47). Jesus condemns their selfseeking attitude.
The narrator has Jesus condemning the selfish attitude by allowing the host’s
point o f view to arise: "Give place to this man, and then you will begin with shame to go
down to the last place" (vs. 9b). This response brings life to the narration and drama to
the condemnation. The characterization o f the Jewish leaders stands in bold contrast to
the ideal guest in Jesus’ parable, the one who takes the lowest place. True status is
gained by humble deeds. Again, the narrator has Jesus do this by accentuating the
perspective of the host: "Friend, come up higher; then there will be to you, glory before
all who are reclining at the table with you" (vs. 10b). Here we see the exclusion theme
followed by the inclusion theme.
In the parable o f the Choice o f Guests, the host stands out in the type-scene. In
this type-scene the host represents the individual Jewish leaders present at the banquet.
Again, they are shown in a bad light. They invited the best guests in order that they
might be honored by men. Their guest lists w ere filled with people o f high social
standing who could return the invitation. No provision was made for the less fortunate.
This attitude o f indifference to the outcast is seen at the start of the banquet, where Jesus
healed a man on the Sabbath (Luke 14:1-6 ). The religious leaders o f Jesus’ day thought
only o f themselves, their status and their honor. They cared little for needy human
beings. In contrast, the generous host is the one whose interest is not in reciprocal
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benefits. He or she does not invite in view o f a reciprocated invitation from the guest. In
Jesus’ thinking, there is no blessing to be gained in so doing. Genuine honor is
demonstrated in open generosity and compassion toward the outcasts.
In this banquet type-scene, two character traits shown in a poor light are
contrasted with two character traits shown in a good light. The one who is self-seeking
and without compassion will be abased and excluded from the eschatological banquet.
The one who is humble and generous will be exalted and be repaid at the resurrection.
That person would be included in the eschatological banquet.

Them e
The two parables sustain the theme o f exclusion/inclusion. This coheres with
Luke’s reversal m otif in which the rich are degraded and the poor elevated; the high put
low and the lowly exalted.1 The theme o f the parable o f Places at a Feast foreshadows the
theme o f the Last Supper (Luke 22:26-30). At the Last Supper, Jesus forewarns his
disciples about becoming authoritative as the Gentile kings. Rather, they m ust humble
themselves: "Let him who is the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the
leader as a servant. For who is greater, the one who reclines at the table, or the one who
serves? Is it not the one who reclines at the table? B ut I am among you as the one who
serves" (Luke 22:26-27).
In God’s eschatological program there is a reversal o f roles. The greatest
performs the lowest service. Greatness is revealed in acts o f lowliness. The greatest
^ e e Luke 1:52-53; 13:29-30.
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yields his position that others might be elevated. Great is the one who champions the
cause o f the poor. Conversely, self-seeking is seen in those who strive for rank. Selfseekers slight the poor and wretched. They who exalt themselves will be brought low in
the eschatological hour. But the truly great will enter the banquet fellowship at the last
hour.
The theme follows an exclusion/inclusion sequence. In the parable o f Places at a
Feast, the narrator deals first with the dishonorable guest in vss. 8-9. This is followed by
the description o f the honorable guest in vs. 10. Vs. 11 gives the verdict about the two
types o f guests: "Everyone who exalts him self w ill be made low, and the one who makes
him self humble will be exalted." It is clear that exclusion precedes inclusion in this
parable.
In the parable o f the Choice o f Guests, the narrator deals first with the
dishonorable host in vs. 12. This is followed by the delineation o f the honorable host in
vs. 13. Vs. 14 relates the outcome: "You will be blessed, since they [the poor, etc.] do
not have [the means] to repay you [indirectly alluding to the temporal repayment that the
dishonorable host will get from his rich guests], for there w ill be repayment to you in the
resurrection o f the righteous." In this parable, the descriptions o f the two characters
follow the exclusion/inclusion sequence, but the narrator stresses inclusion in the
concluding verse.

Summary
The diachronic and narratorial analyses o f the parables o f the Places at a Feast and
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the Choice o f Guests yielded similar results. In the final analysis the self-seeking guest
and the host whose interest is only in the well-to-do will be humbled and, by extension,
excluded from the eschatological banquet. The genuine invitee is one who humbly takes
the lowest place at the banquet table and the genuine host is one who generously invites
the poor and destitute to the banquet. Ultimately, only the genuine guest and the genuine
host will have the privilege o f being included in the eschatological banquet.

The Great Banquet: M att 22:2-10 = Luke 14:15-24 // Gos. Thom. 64
Diachronic Critical Analysis
Three extant versions o f the Great Banquet are found in the Gospels o f Matthew,
Luke, and Thomas. Considerable discussion has been engendered on the origin of the
three parables, and more so on the two accounts in the Synoptics. Some scholars assume
that there existed two separate traditions behind the pericopes in the Synoptic versions (M
and L).1 Two reasons advanced for such a position are: (1) the setting for each o f the
‘See Frederick Houk Borsch, M any Things in P arables: Extravagant Stories o f
New Community (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 49; Davies and Allison, 3:194; Dodd,
The Parables o f the Kingdom , 166; Floyd V. Filson, The G ospel A ccording to St.
M atthew , Harper’s New Testament Commentaries (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1960),
232; William Hendricksen, E xposition o f the Gospel according to Luke, New Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978), 791; Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 63;
Hultgren, 334-335; E. E. Lemcio, "The Parables o f the Great Supper and the Wedding
Feast: History, Redaction, and Canon," H orizons in B iblical Theology 8 (1986): 8-9;
Linneman, 166-167; Pagenkemper, 75; Alfred Plummer, An E xegetical Commentary o f
the Gospel according to St. M atthew (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982), 300-301; Barry
Smith, The Parables o f the Synoptic G ospels, 203; Ned B . Stonehouse, O rigins o f the
Synoptic Gospels: Som e B asic Q uestions (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963; reprint, Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1978), 37-38; B . H. Streeter, The Four Gospels'. A Study o f Origins,
Treating o f M anuscript Tradition, Sources, Authorships, and D ates (London: Macmillan,
1951), 243-244.
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parables is different: Matthew places the parable in the middle o f Jesus’ disputation with
the leaders o f Israel during the passion week, while Luke places the parable in the middle
o f the travel narrative during Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem; (2) verbal similarity is lacking:
only about seven words or phrases are found in common between the two accounts.
A major group o f scholars, however, holds that the two Synoptic versions stem
from a single original form (Q), which Matthew and Luke edited to fit their specific
contexts.1 Scholars holding this view argue that behind the two versions in the Synoptics
there was only one developing oral or written tradition, and that the original parable
underwent a process o f modification as it was transmitted in the early stages of the
Church’s development. They argue that the writers’ use o f the parable in different
contexts authenticates the development o f the oral or written tradition.2 In addition, while
actual verbal similarities may be few, conceptual similarities are obvious.
Among the "single-tradition" advocates are those who think that it was not
improbable that Jesus could have used one story in different forms to adapt to different
lSee John Calvin, A H arm ony o f G osples M atthew, M ark a n d Luke, 3 vols., trans.
T. H. L. Parker, Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 2:167-168;
Hans Conzelmann, The Theology o f St. Luke (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1960),
111; Donahue, The Gospel in P arable, 93; Fitzmyer, 1:78, 1052; Funk, Language,
H erm eneutic and the W ord o f G od, 163; Hagner, 627; Herman Hendrickx, The Parables
o f Jesus (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1986), 131; David Hill, The G ospel o f
M atthew , New Century Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 301; Ivor
H. Jones, The M atthean P arables: A L iterary and H istorical Com m entary (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1995), 401; Kahlefeld, 84; Stein, A n Introduction to the P arables, 83. Manson
holds that Matt 22:1-10 is a conflation o f material from Q and another parable, now lost,
which was originally a companion parable o f Mark 12:1-12. See Manson, The Sayings o f
Jesus, 129-130, 224-226.
2Hill, 301.

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

304

contexts.1 The evidence, however, suggests that the most plausible explanation is that all
the Gospels are presenting versions o f a core story that Matthew narrates in the most
distinctive and amended form.2 Luke, on the other hand, probably presents the closest to
the original form o f the parable spoken by Jesus.3 Based on this view, the Lucan version
provides the backdrop from which the other versions are studied.

Literary Context
The context for this parable in the Lucan version has been dealt w ith in the
sections dealing with the parables o f the Narrow Door, Places at a Feast, and the Choice
o f Guests. Still, in the Lucan context, the parable seems to be anticipating another meal
scenario (Luke 15:1-2), where Jesus would tell three related parables concluding with The
Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) in which a section describes a banquet scene (Luke 15:2232).
Matthew situates the parable immediately after the accounts o f Jesus’ Triumphal
Entry (Matt 21:1-11) and the Cleansing o f the Temple (21:12-17), followed by the
Withered Fig Tree (21:18-22) and the Source o f Jesus ’ Authority (21:23-27). These four
preceding events, particularly the first three, are almost programmatic for the theme o f the
1Supporters for this notion are Morris, The G ospel according to M atthew , 547;
Robert H. Mounce, M atthew , New International Biblical Commentary (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1991), 204; Ivor Powell, M atthew ’s M ajestic G ospel (Grand Rapids:
Kregel, 1986), 396.
2Cf. Borsch, 49.
3Cf. Cadoux, 62; Calvin, 2:167; Marshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 584.
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coming rejection o f Israel and Israel’s leaders.1 This theme is played out in the three
parables that follow, the last being the Wedding Banquet (21:28-32; 33-46; and 22:1-14).2
There is reason to believe that the three parables in M att 21:28-22:14 are
strategically placed. The parable o f the Two Sons (21:28-32) is related to the previous
pericope which concerns the scribes and Pharisees’ challenge to Jesus’ authority. This
parable handles the question o f "true sonship." Jesus not only establishes his authority as
a true son, but annuls the authority o f the scribes and Pharisees because o f their
disobedience. In the second parable, the Wicked Tenants (21:33-44), the theme o f
rejection is heightened, as Jesus pinpoints the culpable Jewish leaders and God’s rejection
o f them. This parable o f the vinedressers seems to clarify many details in the parable o f
the Wedding Banquet. The Wedding Banquet further emphasizes this theme o f
rejection-the Jewish nation rejecting the invitation, and God rejecting them for their
slothfulness.
Unlike the canonical Gospels, the G ospel o f Thom as does not sustain a narrative
structure and development o f its pericopes, though within some o f the unitary passages
there are narratorial elements, as in the case of this parable. Thus, it is impossible to
arrive at a narrative context for the parable in the G ospel o f Thomas.
^agenkemper, 86.
M atthew has a predilection for arranging his material in groups o f three. For
examples of this, see Davies and Allison, 1:62-72, 86-87.
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Tradition Analysis
Though similar in basic plot features, the three versions o f the parable bear
considerable differences in terms o f tone, content, and context. Luke’s account seems
more consistent and simple, has fewer intrusive elements, and is more restrained in the
use o f allegory than Matthew’s. Cadoux postulates: "The liveliness o f Luke’s account o f
the guests’ excuses is more likely to be original than Matthew’s duller version, direct
speech being characteristic o f Jesus’ parables."1 Although scholars believe that Luke
preserves more closely the core story of the banquet tradition, it is evident that he adapts
the parable to suit his own emphases and particular concerns.2
Luke seems to be more interested in those who are finally included than in the
guests who refuse to come (although vs. 24 is addressed to the audience, and does stress
the exclusion of the first invited). His primary concerns are with charity toward and
inclusion o f the outcast (the poor and the maimed, the blind and the lame, the
marginalized, the ostracized, and the disenfranchised), and using the parable as a warning
against worldly concerns that lead one to miss what is far more important. Luke’s two
subsequent invitations to two new groups may be seen as an expansion to cater for the
Gentiles’ place in the kingdom.
The wedding banquet in Matthew’s account appears to be a variation on the great
Cadoux, 62.
b o rsch , 49.
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banquet in Luke’s.1 Some o f Matthew’s redactional work may be seen in his additions
and shifts o f emphasis. His obvious accretions are king (vs. 2), marriage feast (vs. 2),
servants (instead o f servant) (vs. 3), two notifications to the guests; "the rest" who
mistreated the envoy (vs. 6), the destruction o f the city (vs. 7), "both good and bad"
invitees (vs. 10), and finally, the much debated wedding garment story (vss. 11-13).
Matthew belabors the everydayness o f the parable. Ordinariness is broken down
when the excuses seemed universal and concerted, the servants are seized and killed, and
the army is sent by a furious command to bum the city ju st for refusing to attend.2 The
wedding feast is suddenly out o f hand.3 Matthew’s amplifications are on occasion blown
out o f proportion. The king becoming angry, the sending out o f the army, and the
burning o f the city naturally distort the tale.4 Such expressive intensifications distort the
lCapon holds that wedding imagery is present in both parables. In Luke’s account
it is found in the Parable o f the Places at Feasts (14:7-8). H e studies the parables in the
larger context o f the Marriage Supper in Rev 19:9ff. See Capon, The Parables o f
Judgm ent, 119. See also Pentecost, 92. Cf. Nelson, 54. Nelson supports the notion that
the banquet o f Luke was an elaborate wedding banquet with a long guest list given by a
rich man for his son.
2Some see this pericope (vss. 6-7) as an interpolation. Schweizer sees it placed in
after vss. 11-14 were appended to the original parable. He believes this was done to
harmonize with the judgment theme in 11-14. Vs. 8, he argues, flows more naturally
after vs. 5. See Schweizer, The G ood News A ccording to M atthew , 419. Cf. J. C. Fenton,
The G ospel o f Saint M atthew , The Pelican Gospel Commentaries (Baltimore: Penguin,
1963), 347. Fenton sees the influence of the Parable o f the Tenants on theses verses;
Manson suggests that these verses just do not make sense being placed in this context.
See Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 129.
3Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 63.
4Charles Smith points out that the regal element in M atthew’s account fits in with
much difficulty. The man hosting the supper is postured as a king so that the account can
account for the element o f destruction. See Charles Smith, 120.
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logic o f the discourse. Absurdity arises from the fact that the wedding banquet still
stands prepared after the m ilitary expedition which even includes the siege and storming
o f the city.1 The phrase "both bad and good" in vs. 10 probably reflects the challenge o f
the mixed congregation o f the Early Church reflected in the parables o f The Tares Among
the W heat (Matt 13:24-30, 36-43), The Dragnet (Matt 13:47-50), The Ten Virgins (Matt
25:1-13), and The Wedding Garm ent (Matt 22:11-14) 2
Matthew seems to be making reference to the ongoing life o f the Church.
According to Jeremias, M atthew has transformed the parable into an allegorical mode,
and thereby recapitulates "the plan o f redemption from the appearance o f the prophets,
embracing the fall o f Jerusalem, up to the Last Judgment. This outline o f the history o f
the plan of redemption is intended to vindicate the transference o f the mission to the
Gentiles: Israel has rejected it."3
Thomas’s version is more secular and unallegorical than the Synoptic writers.4
This is seen by scholars such as Crossan as evidence that the writer o f this Gospel
accessed an independent source which bore an early Christian tradition, and in some
‘Kahlefeld believes that the difficulty is removed as soon as we reflect that the
plane o f the "‘story drawn from life’ is, at least at that point, already abandoned, and a
higher meaning, that o f the spiritual, has entered the action." Kahlefeld, 95. The lower
plane creates an entrance for the higher truth.
2Cf. Charles Smith, 120-121; Gundry, 438.
3Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 69.
4This is true o f many o f Thomas’s parables. See Dominic Crossan, Four O ther
G ospels: Shadows on the C ontours o f Canon (Minneapolis: Winston, 1985), 15-52.
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instances, in a more original form than the canonical Gospels.1 In the G ospel o f Thomas
there is neither king nor wedding. The invitation is brief, while the excuses are described
in detail. The emphasis is likely a warning against any commercialism that could
preempt someone from entering the kingdom.
Thomas’s account appears to be closer to the Lucan account than the Matthean
account. Reasons for this point o f view are its enlargement o f the excuses, the exclusion
o f the merciless slaughter o f the "rejection invitees" and the destruction o f the city, and
the lack o f reference to the wedding garment. The emphasis seems to be on the reasons
for the refusal, not so much on the actual refusals. The substantial difference with the
other two accounts is that this account provides a gnostic spin to the whole parable. The
phrase, "tradesmen and merchants shall not enter the places o f my father," reflects the
gnostic tendency against the accumulation o f wealth.2
The best solution to the question o f possible sources (though not without a degree
o f speculation) lies in the notion that similarities between the three versions are adequate
to satisfy a common tradition behind all the versions. The differences could, however,
% id. See also Dan Otto Via, "The Relationship o f Form to Content in the
Parables: The Wedding Feast," Interpretation 25 (1971): 176. There is an ongoing debate
on the date and theological purpose o f the G ospel o f Thomas as they relate to the
Synoptic tradition. For a survey of opinions on this issue, see Norman Perrin,
R ediscovering the Teaching o f Jesus (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), 253-254; H. E.
W. Turner and Hugh Montefiore, Thomas and the E vangelists (Naperville, EL: Allenson,
1962), 4-78.
2Cf. Paul H. Ballard, "Reasons for Refusing the Great Supper," Journal o f
Theological Studies 23 (1972): 348-349; Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 176;
Schweizer, The G ood N ew s According to M atthew , 419-420.
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indicate separate sources. In other words, Matthew and Luke did not share a common
source, but the versions they inherited came to them through traditions that had branched
apart earlier.1 C. H. Dodd articulates well the possible process behind the two versions in
the Synoptics: "The differences between the two versions o f the parable make it unlikely
that the evangelists depended upon a single proximate source: but that they are following
variant traditions o f the identical story is clear. The common nucleus o f the story tells
.. ."2 In the case o f Thomas’s version, the author m ust have been familiar with the Lucan
version or the same source as Luke. An old parable, it seems, is given a new form for a
new occasion in each account.

Historical Analysis
The original sitz im leben which informed this parable was Jesus’ attempt to
vindicate before his critics his preaching o f the good news to the poor.3 In his own
ministry, Jesus was inviting the Jews to "come, for the banquet is ready." According to
Jeremias, "because they [the Jews] are refusing salvation, God is calling the despised to
share the salvation o f the people o f God."4 Hultgren creates a more positive light for the
lCf. Borsch, 49.
2Dodd, The P arables o f the Kingdom, 121.
3Boucher, P arables, 104. See also Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 176;
Linneman, 91; Barry Smith, The P arables o f the Synoptic G ospels, 203 (not before the
critics, but before the professedly religious). Funk understands these critics not to be
particular homogeneous groups, but the generic classes within a given audience: those
who heard Jesus gladly and those who murmured. See Funk, Language, H erm eneutic,
and the W ord o f God, 177, 181.
4Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 45.
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original setting, suggesting that the audience was general, yet included the disciples.1
The historical settings o f the Gospel writers are different. Luke transforms his
story from vindication to warning (it may be too late), shifting from the eschatological to
the hortatory.2 In Luke, the primary context for understanding Jesus is a meal setting. On
several occasions, Luke’s meals serve to show Jesus’ acceptance o f outcasts, and
demonstrate the grace and presence o f the kingdom.3 A t the table, Jesus responds to a
man who pronounces a blessing on all who eat bread in the kingdom o f God (vs. 15). In
Luke’s program the eschatological age had dawned. The host o f the messianic banquet
was Jesus himself.4 The outcasts o f Israel w ill take the place of the leaders o f the Jewish
community. And furthermore, the Gentiles w ill also receive the invitation. The parable
no doubt reacts to an exclusivist attitude w hich limits entrance into the kingdom o f God
to pious Jews only.
Matthew is placing Jesus in a context after three days of sharp conflict w ith the
high priests and elders. His trilogy o f parables speaks o f judgment on Israel (represented
by its leaders), owing to its renunciation o f John the Baptist (The Two Sons), o f him self
^ u ltg ren , 339.
2Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 45. Cf. Rudolph Bultmann, This W orld and
Beyond: M arburg Serm ons (London: Lutterworth, 1960), 143-154. Bultmann presents a
variation to this focus: The parable warns the complacent to be ready for the call o f God.
3Klyne R. Snodgrass, "Common Life with Jesus: The Parable o f the Banquet in
Luke 14:16-24," in Common Life in the E arly Church, ed. Julian V. Hills (Harrisburg,
PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), 186.
4"The eschatological banquet was a fam iliar m otif that referred to the
consummation o f the age when all o f God’s people would be brought together in the
kingdom to enjoy the fruits of their faith." Pagenkemper, 74.
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(The Wicked Tenants), and finally, o f his messengers (The Wedding Banquet).1 The
ecclesiastical establishment is in danger and, by extension, so is the nation o f Israel.2
Apparently, the Early Church found itself in a situation which demanded
missionary activity, and so interpreted the parable in that context, hence, the reason for
the incorporation o f the Gentiles in the whole Christian mission. This is not to imply that
Jesus may not have had the Gentiles in mind in the setting from which he told the
parable, but perhaps, in a more eschatological context, rather than a missionary context.3
In the case o f the G ospel o f Thomas, Gnostic Christians did not find it important
to present stories or sayings so simplistic that interpretation was straightforward. Very
often teachings were gnomically and deliberately presented in a mysterious fashion, since
earthly entrapments distract the true gnostic from what is truly important. Eschatology
had no significance, and it was easy for a Gnostic Christian to omit or expand or amend
certain teachings o f the Early Christian Church. This could explain the twist in the
sayings.4
lSee Augustine Stock, The M ethod and M essage o f M atthew (Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical, 1989), 333; Elaine Wainwright, “God Wills to Invite All to the Banquet:
Matthew 22:1-10,” International Review o f M ission 77 (1988): 186.
^ a h le fe ld endorsed this view, stating that "it is highly probable that Jesus’
discourse was indeed directed at the authorities o f Israel, but in such a way that in it Israel
itself was addressed." Kahlefeld, 89.
3Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 64-65.
4For further study, see Bentley Layton, The G nostic Scriptures: A N ew
Translation w ith A nnotations and Introductions (New York: Doubleday, 1987),
especially 5-22; 380-399; Stephen J. Patterson, The G ospel o f Thomas and Jesus
(Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1993), especially 94-110; R. L. Wilson, Studies in the G ospel
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Exegetical Commentary
14:16 o Se euirev avvcD, ’'Ai^Qpcj-rroc;

tic;

eiroLei Setnvov piya, Kal eicakeaev

ttoAAouc;

A nd h e said to him , a certain m an was giving a great dinner, and invited m a n y . . .
The parable1 is introduced by a pious outburst from an anonymous fellow diner at
a banquet, "Blessed is he, who will eat bread in the kingdom o f God" (v. 15). "To eat
bread" is a classical Middle Eastern Hebrew idiom which means "to eat a meal."2 The
kingdom o f God m otif has been operative in 13:18-30, is implicit in 14:7, and now
becomes explicit in 14:15. Luke uses this formulation to provide the transition from
14:1-14, and especially vs. 14, to the banquet parable. Vs. 15 is linking banquet
invitations to the poor in 12-14 to the banquet o f God where the poor reign in vss. 16-24.
Further, vs. 15 along with vs. 24 serves as an interpretive frame around the parable.3
The figure o f a banquet or a wedding feast was frequently used by Jesus to
represent Israel’s millennial kingdom. In that kingdom the King would make bountiful
provision for all the subjects of his kingdom. Matthew’s fondness o f the imagery of
"king" and "kingdom" transformed the dinner into a royal meal. His wedding feast seems
o f Thomas (London: Mowbray, 1960), especially 14-44; 89-116.
^ u k e does not call the dinner story a parable, but it nonetheless qualifies as one.
See Stein, A n Introduction to the Parables, 24.
Plum m er, A C ritical and E xegetical Commentary on the G ospel according to St.
Luke, 360.
3F. van Segbroeck, C. M. Tuckett, G. van Belle, and S. Verheyden, eds., The Four
G ospels 1992: F estschrift Frans N eirynck, vol. 2, The Lukan D iscourse on Invitations
(Luke 14:7-24), by Robert C. Tannehill (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven University Press,
1992), 1608-1609.
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to be a twist on the Jewish messianic banquet which bore eschatological overtures.1
17 seal aTTCarei.A.61/ zov SouAoi' aurou rrj ojpa too Seuirvoi) €ltt€li/ to lc K€icA.T|pevoi.c;,
’'EpxeaGe, ozi tiSti ecoLpa kaziv.2

. . . and he sen t his slave a t the h o u r o f th e dinner to say to those w ho h ad been
invited, “Com e, because things are already prepared.”
Luke engages one slave for the task, while the king in Matthew employs slaves.
"EpxeaQt is present imperative, which literally means "continue coming" implying that
the guests are already in the process o f coming-getting ready for the banquet. Implied in
the urgent summons to "come," Manson sees Jesus’ stress on "the immediacy o f God’s
will to bring in his Kingdom."3 Like Matthew, Luke is referring to Jesus’ invitation to his
Jewish contemporaries.
A rabbinic midrash on Lamentations suggests that the people in Jerusalem would
not normally attend a banquet unless they received two invitations.4 In the case o f
M atthew’s wedding banquet, Pentecost holds that because betrothals were normally held
one year prior to the wedding and its banquet, the first invitation to attend the wedding
^ f . M att 9:15; 25:10; Rev 19:7-9.
2Several variant readings are possible for this phrase: ecoipd eotiv (B P45 itb TR);
€ tol pa kiaiv (P7S @*2 L 0 579); eroipa kaziv Trdvza. (A W A ¥0233 f f 3p i vg sa bo);
ecoipct kiaiv iravza (@1/ 1074); etoipd kaziv (D it*’e). Whatever rendering is chosen
will not alter the sense o f its meaning in context, though the preponderant weight o f
witnesses supports €toipd kaziv.
3T. W. Manson, The G ospel o f Luke, The Moffatt New Testament Commentary
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1930), 173.
4See M idrash Kabbah Lam entations 4.2, Soncino, 216. In the context o f the
midrash, the purpose o f the double invitation was to ensure that the first invitation was
not a mistake. See ibid., 5.
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would have been sent a year in advance. There was ample time to prepare.1 At the
completion o f the betrothal period, and the marriage consummated, the bridegroom
brought his betrothed back to his home for the banquet celebration. It was then that the
second invitation (first notification, in table 4)2 was sent out, when the banquet was
ready.3
In Matthew’s account there are two notifications. The double notification exactly
parallels the sending o f the slaves in M att 21:36, in the parable o f Wicked Tenants. It
signifies "a renewed attempt to w in the same people."4 No doubt, Matthew wants his
guests to understand the urgency o f the invitation. The earnest invitation to come is seen
by some as warranting a different name for the parable.5 For added emphasis, Matthew
graphically describes the menu.6 M atthew ’s meal is described as an apurrov (as opposed
to Luke’s

S g lttvov ) ,

a meal that takes place early in the day,7 to make room for the

Pentecost, 92. Cf. women o f Sybaris in the Greco-Roman period. See p. 189,
above.
2Most commentators describe the notifications to come to the banquet as
subsequent invitations. From the context o f the narrative, however, they are indeed
notifications o f invitations that have already been sent.
3Pentecost, 92.
4Kahlefeld, 94.
5For instance, "The Invitation" o r "God’s Gracious Call." See Young, The
P arables, 173.
6The combination o f oxen and fatlings echoes back to 2 Sam 6:13; 1 Kgs 1:9;
Prov 9:1-5. The slaughter coupled with fatlings may even recall the parable o f The
Prodigal Son, Luke 15:23, 27, 30.
7Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "apiaTov."
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military assault on those who refuse the invitation, presumably in the afternoon.
18 icaL fjp^ai/to aTO p.ia<; rravxet; irapaixtlaOaL. o xpdixoc; ettrev auxaj, ’Aypov Tiyopaaa
Kai €xco dvdyicr|v k
%
e
k
&civ LSetv a u x o v epcotcS oe, exe pe xapT)xiyievov\ 19 Kal exepoc;
eLirev, Zeuyr) pocov fiyopaoa xevxe Kal xopeuopai Sotcipaaai auxa* epcjxco ae, exe pe
iraprixTipgvov. 2 0 Kai exepoc; eLxev, TuvaiKa eyrjpa Kal 6La xoDxo ou SuvapaL eA-Geiv.

A nd they unanim ously, w ith one accord began to m ake excuses. T h e first said to
him , CT have b o u g h t a field, and I am constrained to go o u t and see it. I ask you,
consider m e excused.” A nd another said, “I have b ought five yoke o f oxen and I am
going to test them . I ask you, consider m e excused.” A nd another said, “I have
m arried a wife and for this reason I am n o t able to com e.”
Vs. 18 may be translated literally, "and they all from one began to make excuses."
The phrase axo piac; may be identified as an Aramaism meaning "all at once"1or
"unanimously."2 The three ludicrous excuses relate to possessions and domestic ties and
fit well with Jesus’ teaching regarding the peril o f allowing these factors to compete with
one’s full allegiance to his discipleship.3 Luke’s excuses are somewhat elaborate.
The first excuse is proposed by some scholars as a priority judgment, based upon
the word avayicnv, where purchase o f a property depended upon a postpurchase
inspection.4 If this is the case, then "it is the judgment that other things are more valuable
1J. M. Creed, The G ospel A ccording to St. Luke (London: St. Martin, 1930), 191.
M arshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 588-589.
3Due to Luke’s graphic and emphatic description o f the excuses, Hunter sees in
this a reason to name the parable, "The Story o f the Contemptuous Guests." Hunter, The
P arables Then and Now, 94.
4Marshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 589; Strackand Billerbeck, 2:208. Cf. b. Avodah
Zarah 15a.
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than Jesus’ ministry that will create the tragedy of missing the celebration."1 The second
excuse is similar to the first, describing the recent purchase o f some commodity by a
well-to-do person-only in this instance, this property includes livestock. According to
Jeremias, the second man would probably have possessed at least two and a half times
more land than the first man.2
The third excuse is similar to the first and second excuses-describing a recent
acquirement-only in this instance it is more than a thing or animal; it is a person, the
most valuable of all, compared to the other purchases. In actuality, it is not an excuse at
all; it is a blunt, rude retort. He just could not and would not come. He could have
backed up his alibi with an appeal to Scripture.4 Albeit, attending a banquet was not
forbidden by Deuteronomical standards. In the first excuse, the action o f the man had
not begun; in the second, the action was in progress; in the third, the action was
^ o c k , 1274.
2Jeremias reckons that one who owned five yoke o f oxen would normally own 45
hectares o f land, which was considerably more than what the average peasant would own.
For further details on the estimated land holdings, see Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in the
Time o f Jesus, 176-177.
3The perfective aorist lynna suggests that the marriage was recent.
4The Old Testament endorses a m an’s leave o f matrimonial absence for a whole
year. See Deut 20:7; 24:5. Cf. m. Sot ah 8:1-6. Darrett sees in the excuses, especially
the third one, clues that the parable is making reference to the feast o f victory which
follows a holy war, so that the thrust o f the parable is to conscript soldiers in advance to
determine who is qualified to participate in the final war and partake finally o f the victory
feast. See Derrett, Law in the New Testam ent, 126-155. B ut this argument would hardly
hold in the light of Palmer’s sterling observation, that the battle imagery in Matthew
would have to adopt the excuses in Luke if this interpretation is adopted. See Humphrey
Palmer, "Just Married, Cannot Come," Novum Testamentum 18 (1976): 241-257.
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completed. It is the intent o f the parabler to demonstrate an increasing impudence in the
guests’ responses. The parable portrays the shallowness o f the excuses.
In Matthew’s account, the guilt o f the Jewish leaders is heightened. No excuses
are actually given; they simply "paid no attention" on the second notification (third
invitation). One goes to his farm, the other to his business. Thomas is at variance with
the triple mode, and adds a fourth. Three o f the four excuses in the G ospel o f Thomas
have to do with financial matters; the other has to do with familial obligation. Apart from
having the most number o f excuses, Thomas’s version is the only one w ith a structure in
which the servant reiterates the invitation formula ("My master invites you") to each
guest. This suggests that the emphasis is on those who reject the invitation.
21

ic a l

T ra p a y c v o p e v tx ; o

S o u A o c a ir n y y e i.A e v ' x co K u p u c u a u x o u

o L K o S e c n r d n y ; € L ir e v t c o S o u X c o a u r o u ,
T ro X e c u e K a l x o l x ; m : & > x o u c K a l

ta u x a . to r e

x a x e c o c € i< ; z o q T r X a x e t a c

o p y L o Q e lc o

K al

pupae

a v a t r e L p o u c ; K a l x u 4 >A .oix; K a l x ^ A o i x ; e i a a y a y e

tfje

code.

A nd the slave came [back] and reported these things to his m aster. T h en th e m asterof-the-house became angry an d said to his slave, “G o o u t quickly in to th e w ide
streets and alleys o f the city, and bring in here th e poor and crippled an d blind and
lam e.”
On receiving the report, the host becomes indignant, for he has been publicly
insulted. Luke’s use of olkoScouottv; instead o f the usual Kupioc in the parable echoes
back to the householder in the parable o f the Narrow Door (13:25). "E^eA.Gt xaxecoc is
used here to show the readiness o f the meal. Jesus’ kingdom is in view here, an offer that
culminates in the meal o f God’s blessing (14:24). Now the invitation is extended
promiscuously to the outcasts o f Israel, the "classless" from the community. TrXateLac are
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wide streets,1w hile pupae are side streets.2 Those who are now invited are "the ipso
fa c to beggars in the East."3
In Matthew’s account, the conflict is escalated when the slaves are mistreated and
killed by the A.oltou (vs. 6).4 "The action indicates a complete and violent rejection o f
the king’s authority and goodness."5 This intensifies the guilt o f the Jewish leaders. The
host also reacts with anger, but his response is different. Thomas is silent on the host’s
response.
In a bizarre move, the king sends out his army to destroy those murderers and
bum their city.6 Some scholars believe that this odd expansion is an ex p o stfa cto
reference to the destruction o f C.E. 70.7 Gundry and others argue against a reference to

lBauer, BAG D , s.v.

" td a T € L a ."

2Ibid., s.v. "pupil-" For the pairing o f irA.aT€Lca

Kal

pup°a> cf. Isa 15:3; Tob 13:18.

3Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 177. Luke’s index o f sufferers harks back to
14:13, and recalls other passages such as 1:51-53; 6:20-23; 7:22. See also Isa 29:18-19;
35:5-6; 61:1-2.
is also used to describe the ones who maltreated Jesus while he was dying
on the cross (Matt 27:49), and is used as a description o f the five foolish virgins (25:11).
4X o lito l

5Carter and Heil, 174.
Apparently, Luke is not so much interested in the meting out o f judgment to
offenders as Matthew; he is more concerned about describing the stupidity of people who
rejected the offer o f salvation. Ivor Powell, 396.
7Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 129; Gunther Bomkamm, Jesus o f Nazareth,
trans. Irene and Fraxer Me Luskey with J. M. Robinson (New York: Harper and Brothers,
1960), 18-26.
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the catastrophic event o f C.E. 70.1 In fact, they are simply Old Testament imagery and
vocabulary to demonstrate God’s hostility toward his enemies.2 Robinson defends that it
is stock language, and therefore does not require a knowledge ex eventu.3 Jeremias
suggests that this part is allegorical, illustrating salvation history*
Matthew’s slaves go "to the outlets of the streets," instead o f Luke’s "wide streets
and alleys," because the city has gone up in smoke. The outlets are places where the
streets o f the city pierce through the walls and turn into country roads.5 The invitation
then goes out to "as many as you find"-"both the bad and good." This expression shows
the "unelectedness o f the new group.6 Thomas’s servant simply goes "outside to the
streets."
22 ical 6iTT€v o 5ouA.o<;, Kupte, yeyov€v o k'nkzaEfl.Q, Kal e a xo-aoQ kazCv.
A nd the slave said, “Master, it is done w hat you have com m anded, and still there is
lGundry, 436-437; Bo Reicke, "Synoptic Prophecies on the Destruction of
Jerusalem," in Studies in New Testam ent and Early C hristian Literature: Essays in H onor
o f A llen P. W ikgren, ed. David Edward Aune, Supplements to Novum Testamentum, 33
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1972), 121-134, especially 123; Stonehouse, 40.
2Cf. Deut 32:27; Ps 74:3; Isa 5:24-25; 59:19; Lam 1:5; Ezek 36:2; Amos 9:4.
furtherm ore, he argues that in AT). 70 only the temple was destroyed, and not
the city. Later in 23:37-38 and 24:2, Matthew would highlight Jesus’ expectation o f the
Jewish rejection o f his message, and the Temple’s ultimate destruction. J. A. T.
Robinson, R edating the New Testam ent (London: SCM, 1976), 20-21.
4Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 63. Jeremias draws attention to the preceding
parable o f the Wicked Tenants (Matt 21: 33-44) where Matthew uses the narrative
allegorical tendency toward a salvation history interpretation.
5Gundry, 438.
6Stock, 335.
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place.”
Nolland says that in the original sitz im leben these verses anticipated "the openended and outward-looking future that Jesus’ roving ministry continued to contemplate."1
23 icai eLitei/ o tcupioc; irpoc zov SouXov, ’'E^eAGe etc tac oSouc teal <t)paY|a.ouc; teal
a v a y K a a o v eioeAOetv, iva Y € p .L O 0 fj pou o o l k o c *
A nd th e Master said to the slave, “G o o u t into the highways and hedges and insist
[that they] come in, so th a t m y house m ay be filled; . . .
a i ofiol are main roads running out into the country from the city,2 while the
c^paypoi are probably those enclosures around the vineyards in the rural areas outside the
town3 where vagabonds loiter and mendicants slumber.4 avayicdCco can mean "to oblige
one to,"s or "to urge strongly."6 The slave was to use the strongest persuasion in his
power to "move" people to com e-not by outward violence or physical pressure, for one
slave could not bring force to bear upon several invitees, but by insisting on the instant
urgency o f the invitation.7
lNolland, 757.
V ilh elm Michaelis, "o&k," TDNT, 5:568. Cf. M att 21:33 = Mark 12:1.
3Ibid.
4Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "<t>paYpo<;."
sMax Zerwick and Mary Grosvenor, A G ram m atical A nalysis o f the G reek New
Testam ent, 4* rev. ed. (Rome: Editrice Pontifico Istituto Biblico, 1993), 241.
6Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "di/aYtcdCco."
7To illustrate how the "compelling" method may be applied in a Middle Eastern
context, Bailey offers a typical scenario: A stranger in the countryside is suddenly invited
to a great dinner, hosted by a chief citizen in the city. It is a delectable offer, but he
thinks the messenger is not serious. For the first fifteen minutes he must refuse the
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Since Matthew’s and Thomas’s versions make reference to one subsequent
invitation, while Luke mentions two, Luke may have expanded his version o f the parable
in this regard. The intention o f Luke is to delay the banquet m eal1 and "to depict the
host’s purpose to have every place in his house filled at all costs."2 The doubling has
sharpened the picture, because, for Luke, the introduction o f the Gentiles into the
Kingdom o f God is very important.3
In the Matthean account, Matthew has already alluded to the Gentiles in the
previous parable in M att 21:43. Matthew sees no need o f highlighting two trips for new
guests. Rather, he conflates the two trips o f Luke, and the servants in this circumstance
gather "all whom they found, both bad and good" (M att 22:27). This insertion originates
from Matthew’s diction in Matt 4:1, and points to "the mixture o f true and false-i.e.,
obedient and disobedient-disciples in the church and sets the stage for the further
invitation as a matter o f honor. To convince him o f his appreciated presence the
messenger holds his hand gently and pulls him along, until they get to the banquet hall.
See Bailey, Through P easant Eyes, 108.
1Scott, H ear Then the Parable, 164.
2Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 64.
3Scholars who posit that Luke is alluding to the future acceptance o f the Gentile
populace in salvation history are Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 64; Bernard Brandon
Scott, Jesus, Sym bol-M akerfor the Kingdom (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973), 34; Manson,
The Sayings o f Jesus, 130; Boucher, Parables, 103-104; Crossan, In P arables, 71;
Fitzmyer, 2:1053; Dodd, The P arables o f the Kingdom, 121-122. Bailey insists that the
use o f the word "compel" suggests the Gentile inclusion, and that the last group of
invitees was from beyond the host’s community, thereby, hinting a Gentile mission. See
Bailey, Through P easant E yes, 101-102. Cf. Luke 2:32; 3:6; 3:38; 24:47. Lemcioand
Pagenkemper do not see a Jewish/Gentile distinction in the double subsequent invitation.
To see it as such, they argue, warrants an allegorization o f the parable. The distinction
for them is with the "pious" and "sinners" o f Israel. See Lemcio, 9; Pagenkemper, 92.
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addition o f w . 11-14."1 Menard sees in the closing aphorism o f Thomas’s logion,
"Businessmen and merchants will not enter the places o f m y Father," an inference to
Thomas’s expectation o f the messianic banquet. "The places o f my Father" were the
resting place o f the gnostic soul.2
24 kiyoi yap up.iv o tu ouSelc; tc jv av5pc3v etceivcov tcov KexA-Tipevcov yeuaetca pou to u
5€Lfrvou.

. . . for I say to you th a t n o t o n e o f those m en w ho w ere invited will taste o f my
dinner.”
Scholars are divided on whether the phrase, Aeyco yap uptv, is a part o f the
parable itself and therefore the householder speaking to his circle o f servants or guests at
his table3 or a concluding remark o f Jesus addressing his audience.4 It is possible to
understand the phrase either way. Those who argue for the latter position emphasize the
shift to the plural, while the parable mentions only one servant in attendance. The host is
always spoken of in the third person; here, the narrator uses the first person. If Jesus is
speaking, it is an aphorism spoken by Jesus,5 indicating that "the leadership [of Israel]
lNolland, 756. Vss. 11-14 are a separate parable, but it is so conveniently placed
by Matthew to foster his theme o f rejection. Its relationship to the parable o f the
Marriage Feast in 1-10 is handled separately when I deal with the Parable o f the Wedding
Garment in the next section.
2Jacques E. Menard, L evangile selon Thomas, N ag Hammadi Studies 5 (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1975), 165.
3For instance, Nolland, 758; Derrett, Law in the N ew Testament, 141; Marshall,
The G ospel o f Luke, 590-591.
4For instance, Bock, 1277.
5Cf. Luke 15:10; 18:6; 18:14.
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missed an opportunity to sit at the table o f God’s blessing, even though it appeared that
they were at the head o f the line."1
Derrett understands that if the host is speaking, the phrase, "not one o f those men
who were invited will taste o f my dinner," alludes to the portion o f the meal that was sent
to the host’s leading friends if they were unavoidably absent.2 In light o f 13:24-30, it is
reasonable to say that, from Luke’s perspective, the host o f the banquet in this verse
represents Jesus.3

Summary Statement of W hat the Parable Meant
All three versions establish the main point: that inclusion in the kingdom depends
on one’s responsiveness to God’s invitation and exclusion from it is determined by one’s
own deliberate rejection. Luke’s version stresses the inclusion (of the Gentiles) in the
eschatological banquet. Matthew emphasizes the exclusion o f Israel (and more
particularly the leaders o f Israel), who blatantly rejected the invitation. Thomas also leans
toward exclusion, but in this instance, the rejection is o f "agnostics" whose lives are
engrossed in business affairs and a life of profiteering.
In the Synoptic versions there is a reversal o f fortunes in the eschaton. The
religious aristocracy, who in their self-complacency presumed they were the elect and
^ o c k , 1278.
2Derrett, Law in the N ew Testament, 141. Cf. Neh 8:10-12. However, in this
instance, it was a blatant refusal.
3NoUand, 758.
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were sure to be present at the end-time banquet, are shocked to know that the tables have
turned and that the denizens and waifs o f low estate have usurped their positions at the
banquet table. For Scott the reversal in Thomas’s version is described as "those who do
not practice poverty will not participate in the heavenly meal, the mystery."1 Matthew
justifies his rejection o f the Jewish nation by recapitulating salvation history. Luke
justifies his inclusion o f the Gentiles by the elaboration o f the excuses, the host’s
insistence on having a full complement o f guests, and the delay o f the banquet. Thomas
justifies his exclusion by accentuating the mercantile alibis made by the first invitees.

Type-Scene Analysis

Literary Structure
A comparative study o f all three versions o f the parable using Johnston’s structure
o f Rabbinic parables is presented in table 2. A quick scan o f the table 2 reveals that all o f
the three versions fall short o f the traditional five components o f rabbinic parables.
Furthermore, all three versions are lacking the first and fifth part, and only Matthew’s
version has an introductory formula. But all the versions have a parable proper and an
application. As regards the illustrand, it is typical o f Jesus’ parables not to have this
element. The matter to be illustrated, proved, or explained in all three versions may be
classified as having a haggadic nature (i.e., homiletic or dealing with theological
opinions), but fundamentally the Synoptic versions set out to reveal a historical truism,
while Thomas’s version, an experiential truism.
‘Scott, H ear Then the P arable, 166. Cf. G ospel o f Thom as 62.
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TABLE 2
COMPARISON OF JOHNSTON’S STRUCTURE OF RABBINIC PARABLES
WITH THE PARABLE OF THE GREAT SUPPER
Structural Parts

Luke 14:15-24

Matt 22:1-10, 14

Gos. Thom. 64

Transition Phrase

16a

1

line la 1

(1) Illustrand

None

None

None

(2) Introductory Formula

None

2a

None

(3) Parable Proper

16b-23

2b-10

lines Ib-I6a

(4) Application

24

14

line 16b

(5) Scriptural Quotation

None

None

None

lThe number o f the line is determined from the translation in J. K. Elliott, The
A procryphal New Testament: A C ollection o f A procryphal C hristian Literature in an
E nglish Translation (Oxford: Clarendon, 1993), 143.

In terms o f Young’s six structural parts, table 3 presents a number o f parallels
with the parable. As can be seen, Young’s psycho-literary structural model fits all the
versions o f this parable. Bailey divides the Lucan version into seven speeches (or scenes)
enclosed by an inclusio with the m otif o f invitation and the same language occurring
both at the beginning and at the end.1
The basic conceptual structural sequence, common to all o f the three versions,
may be outlined as follows:
1. A well-to-do man hosts a dinner and invites guests.
2. A servant/servants is/are sent to notify the guests.
'See Bailey, Through P easant Eyes, 93.
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3. The guests decline amid worldly excuses.
4. The servant/servants is/are sent out with an open invitation.
5. The unwilling guests receive their retribution.

TABLE 3
COMPARISON OF YOUNG’S PSYCHO-LITERARY STRUCTURE
WITH THE PARABLE OF THE GREAT SUPPER
Structural Parts

Luke 14:15-24

Matt 22:1-10, 14

Gos. Thom. 64

(1) Prolegomenon

None

2a

None

(2) Intro, o f Cast

16-17a

2b

lines 1-2

(3) Plot

17b ff.

3 ff.

line 2b ff

(4) Conflict

18-2 la

3b-6

line 3

(5) Conflict Resolution

2 lb-23

7-10

line 14-16a

(6) Application

24

14

line 16b

The differences in structural elements are presented in table 4. From this table it
is easily recognizable that common structural and stock elements are found in all three
parables. This suggests that behind the three accounts there lies a common origin or
tradition. This is strong evidence for the operation of a banquet type-scene. The
differences may be accounted for by the varied interests and different immediate sources
o f the different writers. The significant differences have been accounted for in the
discussions under the subheadings o f "Tradition Analysis" and "Exegetical
Commentary."
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TABLE 4
COMPARISON OF STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS IN THE THREE
VERSIONS OF THE PARABLE OF THE GREAT SUPPER
Features

Luke

Matt

G os. Thom.

host

a certain man

a king

a man

occasion

a great banquet

a marriage feast

a dinner

notification

one

two

one

excuses

three

two

four

explanation o f excuses

elaborate

passing reference

very detailed

types o f excuses

possession,
domestic tie

possession,
business

business,
possession,
domestic tie

treatment

no mention

slaves murdered

no mention

host’s reaction

becomes angry

becomes angry, and
kills first invited

no mention

subsequent invitation

two

one

one

new groups invited

streets & lanes,
highways & hedges

streets

streets

response o f last
invitation

no mention

good and bad

no mention

closing remark

"For I tell you,
n o n e . . . who were
invited sh a ll..

"For many are
called, but few are
chosen."

"Businessmen
and merchants
will n o t . . . "

Plot
The entire parable o f the Great Supper may be treated as a kernel in a larger
context o f either Matthew or Luke, and the minor plot events in the parable as satellites.
In the book o f Luke, the large context is an ongoing defense o f the marginalized and
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disenfranchised. Luke has designed his events in a way to show that the outcasts o f
Israel, along with the Gentiles, are potential candidates for the kingdom. In Matthew,
there is an ongoing conflict between Jesus and the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Matthew’s
emphasis is on the rejection o f the Jews as the chosen people. However, because we are
studying only the parable in detail, kernels may be discovered in the parable itself. They
appear to follow the structural elements o f the Guests and Host Response type-scene:
Preparation-an important figure prepares a lavish banquet; Selective Invitation-he invites
special guests; Notification-he notifies them that the dinner is ready (Matthew provides a
variation by adding two notifications to the guests); Guests’ Reaction-the guests declined
the invitation (a variation to the typical expectation); and Host’s Reaction-another group
o f guests is invited (Luke provides a variation by inviting two groups o f guests). The
satellites in the parable manifest themselves in the specific details o f the excuses.
The magnitude o f Luke’s dinner is, perhaps, analogous to the gargantuan dinner
prepared by King Ashurbanipal. M atthew’s banquet takes the form o f a wedding feast to
create a context for the addition o f the parable o f The Wedding Garment.1 His feast
includes a description of the menu: oxen and fat calves. The oxen and fatlings m otif is
seen in 2 Sam 6:13, 1 Kgs 1:9. It may even have echoes in the parable o f the Prodigal
Son, Luke 15:23, 27, 30. Echoes may be seen also in the menu o f Ba'l’s banquet, Keret’s
banquet (twice), and the banquet described in Isa 25:6-10a. Thomas’s banquet is
described only as a dinner.
lAn analysis o f this parable is provided in detail in the following section.
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Matthew has the servants going out twice, thus emphasizing the urgency o f the
invitation. This variation to the type-scene is necessary to demonstrate the king’s earnest
desire to have the guests come to the banquet. This counterbalances his harsh decision to
reject them upon their outright rejection o f his invitation.
The guests’ declination o f the invitation is not the usual expectation o f the reader.
It is rare for a guest to reject the final notification to attend the banquet except for
justifiable circumstances. The rejection o f the notifications in all three versions creates a
tension in the plot. The plot, which begins with tension, anticipates a resolution. All
three versions o f the parable depict this tension/resolution mode. The conflict begins
with the lame excuses o f the invitees. There is an arousal of expectation upon the
notification that the banquet is ready. But that expectation is not fulfilled when the
excuses are made. Then finally the expectation is surprisingly fulfilled when an
unexpected new group is invited. The resolution occurs when other guests fill the banquet
hall. This is where the denouement o f the plot occurs.1
All o f the accounts follow a cause-and-effect sequence typical o f all good plots.
The first major cause occurs at the invitation by the host to the dinner. This effects a
negative response from the invitees. This action causes reaction by the host-he becomes
angry and takes a certain course o f action. Matthew destroys them and invites others;
Luke and Thomas invite others. There is still room, which causes another response;
another group of guests is invited.
^ f . Funk’s three part structure o f the plot: introduction, development and crisis,
and denouement. Funk, Language Herm eneutic and the Word o f God, 165-166.
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Luke keeps the structural elements o f the parable interconnected with the profuse
use o f the conjunction kocu Only at the start o f the narrative, where Jesus reacts to the
teasing question o f the interrogator, does Jesus use the adversative 5e. With a series o f
eight coordinating conjunctions (kccl) Luke moves from one action to the next.1 A
significant turn o f events takes place when the host receives the report that the invited
guests are not coming. The narrator uses the strong rote. Luke then has the host send out
two new invitations. This is a major variation on the banquet type-scene. As mentioned
earlier, Luke is portraying the generosity o f the host, who insists that he has a fiill
complement o f guests in the persons o f the Gentiles.
Using Culley’s scheme o f sequence o f action, this narrative falls under the
category o f Punishment: injury/avenged. The first action o f injury to the host effects a
response by which the host’s honor is avenged- none o f the first invitees will taste o f the
banquet. N ot only is the response o f the first invited guests injurious in Matthew’s
account, but a vengeance much more severe is dispensed to them in return. Matthew
definitely destroys the verisimilitude o f the parable, by expanding on the reaction o f the
king. Not only does he get angry, but he displays his anger in a merciless massacre o f the
invitees. This increases the conflict and points to absolute rejection o f the Jewish nation.
Embedded within the "punishment" sequence is another action sequence-the
"announcement" sequence. There is an announcement to go out and invite other guests
on two occasions in Luke, and one in M atthew and the Gospel o f Thomas. This first
lIn totality, Luke uses Kai seventeen times.
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action o f announcement is followed by a second, where the event happened-the house
became full. Thus, the sequence o f action may be diagrammatically portrayed as:
injury--------- avenged
announcement

happened.

In the parable, one can find elements o f surprise and suspense. Surprise begins
the plot. Surprisingly, the invitees refuse to come to the banquet. This is not typical,
especially when the invitation was sent out in advance, and now the notification to come
is given. The host reacts with anger, but his subsequent action is kept in suspense until
the end o f the parable. The narrator carries the reader in suspense, especially in Luke’s
account, where the narrator finally reveals the castigation for those men who rejected the
invitation. They would not taste o f the dinner. Matthew is suddenly dramatic, however,
effecting mass destruction on those who refused to come to the banquet.
Scott sees a comic plot under the guise o f tragedy in the parable.1 For him there
are moments o f pain and humor. Instead o f the sedate feast o f the elite, the host ends up
with a socially outrageous mob. Even the imagery o f beggars being escorted into the hall
presents a somewhat amusing picture. The same is true o f the flim sy alibis made by the
original invitees and their desertion o f the feast. For Scott, the excuses are burlesque
elements designed to create audience entertainment.2
The story begins with a comic prospect, and since all is prepared, there is little
1Scott, Jesus, Symbol-M aker fo r the Kingdom, 38-39.
2Funk sees the burlesque leading the story over the border o f the everyday into a
world of fantasy. See Funk, Language, Hermeneutic an d the W ord o f God, 190.
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doubt that the end will be no different. Nothing could possibly go wrong for a wellorganized dinner. Any unexpected absence o f a guest was prepared for in advance. But
the unthinkable occurs-all o f the guests decline. The host is in a quandary. This is a
tragic moment for him. Humor and tragedy confront each other. He resorts to the
outcasts, thereby risking tragedy or a possible comic outcome. He risks his community
standing by going outside his social group. He risks also that the outcast will turn down
his invitation. Furthermore, the atmosphere in this banquet will be quite different from
the one originally proposed. The final feast will now have the appearance o f a rump
session. Notwithstanding, the host forsakes his orthodox viewpoint and roves into that
of a stranger.
In Aristotle’s plot classifications, this parable is one in which a noble hero
miscalculates, but only temporarily, and his ultimate vindication is satisfying. It falls also
under Crane’s plot o f thought, where the protagonist has a change in thoughts and
feelings.1

Characterization
Characterization in the three versions o f this parable is very descriptive. To show
status in the story there is a king or well-to-do man/servants or servant. Distinctive
physical features o f the invited are mentioned: the poor, the maimed, the blind, and the
lame. They facilitate the plot in that the poor are shown in stark contrast to the elite
!In this case he changes his feelings about the Jews, and reaches out to the
Gentiles. Thomas changes his feelings about the businessmen.
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guests (the Pharisees). The people from the highways and hedges are also shown in
contradiction to the those who shelter themselves in beautiful houses but are not
partaking of the salvific m eal provided. This confirms that the implied author o f Luke’s
gospel is interested in the poor and disenfranchised. His heart is tender to the
marginalized and suffering.
The narrator in the parable acts at all times from an external point o f view. On
this occasion he is reticent about the characters’ inner thoughts and feelings. He simply
describes their behavior and quotes their words objectively. The reader is left to make his
own conclusions about the characters in the narrative.
The three Gospel writers make liberal use o f direct discourse in this parable. Half
or more of the material in this parable is comprised o f direct discourse.1 There are no
interior monologues in this parable in any o f the versions.
The round (main) characters who facilitate the plot are:
1.

The king/man is the main character or hero in the narrative. He is the unifying

character through each o f his acts in the narrative. He prepares a big dinner; he invites
many guests; he notifies all o f them through his surrogate. In texts o f antiquity such as
Sumerian and Akkadian texts all the hosts seek to win some favor, but in the Gospels
there is a variation: the host is seeking to do a favor for the invitee. But his invitations
‘Out of a total o f 163 words in Luke’s narrative, 81 are employed in direct
discourse. If vs. 24 is a part o f the parable itself and not a closing remark by Jesus, the
number of words is 95, making direct discourse more than half the material.
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are disregarded; he becomes hurt; he shows anger,1makes a drastic decision, and takes
drastic action. No matter how the invited guests respond, the purposefulness and
inventiveness of the host propel him to find a way to bring about the festivities. But
underlining the delectable moment o f fun, food, and fellowship, there assail the elements
o f urgency and crisis. There is judgm ent and grace, warning and wooing, exclusion and
inclusion, rejection and acceptance. The host is hostile towards those who reject the
invitation, but generous to the outcasts. The narrator reveals the inner life o f the king by
allowing the reader to picture the king in anger, commanding the servants to go and find
other guests. This reveals his insistence on having his banquet hall filled.
2.

The first invitees who refused to come. The narrator, with his omniscient

insight, reveals that the responses are excuses.2 He goes through his vivid descriptions o f
the reasons made by the three characters to show their frivolity and lameness (a concept
repeated in the description o f the second group o f invitees). They are shown in a poor
light o f selfishness against the generosity o f God. Their responses to the messianic
banquet reveal that other mundane things are more important than salvation.
Gradation in repetition is best seen in the increasing intensity o f the excuses in
Luke’s account. Showing, rather than telling, heightens the suspense in the story.
Different points of view are seen in the technique o f repetition with variation in the three
^ f . the anger o f the king in the A cts o f Thomas, the rabbinic parables o f the Wise
and Foolish Invitees, and the parable o f the Ten Virgins.
2See the narrator’s use o f uapaLTeopai. This word is again repeated in the first two
responses o f the first invitees.
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excuses. There is the three fold mode o f repetition in the excuses, with the third
achieving the turning point in the story. This demonstrates the invitees’ growing interest
in the temporal. No doubt the patience o f the host in the banquet narrative reached its
limits upon hearing the third excuse reported by the servant. This excuse heightens the
rejection o f the invitation. The invitee blatantly rejects without apology. This spurs on
the host’s anger. It is typical o f Matthew to condense such tri-focal narratorial features
when they do not have some other significant function.1 Thomas uses the 3+1 mode o f
repetition.
3. The second group o f invitees-the poor, crippled, blind, and lame, who are
specifically mentioned-are shown in a good light o f acceptance by Luke. The poor m otif
in this type-scene is consistent with Luke’s program. Matthew’s second group o f invitees
includes "both bad and good" people;2 an addition which prepares the reader to
distinguish the two classes o f people among the guests who are highlighted in the parable
o f W edding Garment. Thomas speaks about "those whom you find." It is important to
note also that in the ancient banquets o f Mesopotamia there is always the question o f
rank. In the parable there is a reversal o f that motif.
4. The third group o f invitees in the Lucan narrative-the people in the
highways-is different from the second group, but is also shown in a good light. In the
invitation to the third group Luke modifies the type-scene to suit his theological purpose.
‘Borsch, 52.
2Cf. the A cts o f Thomas where both rich and poor, bond and free, strangers and
citizens are invited to the king’s marriage feast.
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His host invites two groups o f people representing the outcast o f Israel and the Gentiles.
Luke’s all-inclusiveness o f the banquet guests echoes Isa 25:6-1 Oa.
The flat characters in the parable are the servants and the king’s son in Matthew’s
account. The son in Matthew is only put there to facilitate the wedding motif. Nothing is
said o f him afterwards. The servants are only incidental and are placed to carry out the
host’s orders and to portray his well-to-do position. They help only to put flesh onto the
story.1
The setting in Luke acts as a character in a certain sense. Jesus is speaking about
an eschatological banquet scenario while he is participating in a temporal one. The
setting creates the context for the workings o f the parable. It heightens the mood and
accentuates Jesus as the host o f this parabolical banquet. In the temporal banquet, Jesus
is portrayed as being in conflict with the Jewish leaders. This is not only true in Luke’s
case but more so in Matthew’s. All along the Jewish leaders have rejected the
messengers o f God: John the Baptist, and now Jesus. They are fooled into believing that
they have a divine prerogative to partake in the eschatological banquet. Jesus shatters
their confidence. Only the simple-minded, the poor, and humble in heart will eat at the
Lord’s banquet. The Jewish leaders will be excluded.

Them e
An examination o f the finished text reveals that the theme emphasized in all three
renditions o f the parable is exclusion/inclusion (rejection/acceptance).

Though the plot

Servants are always part o f the imagery in banquet reliefs in antiquity.
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structure o f the parable in all o f the three versions follows a linear sequence o f actions, its
theme adheres to a concentric pattern. This is demonstrated in the following constructs.
Luke’s Version
Inclusion o f selected guests (vss. 16-17)
Exclusion (rejection) by selected guests (18-2la)
Exclusion o f selected guests (21b)
Inclusion o f new guests 1 (emphatic) (21c-22)
Inclusion o f new guests 2 (emphatic) (23)
Matthew’s Version
Inclusion o f selected guests (vss. 2-3a; 4)
Exclusion (rejection) by selected guests (emphatic) (3b; 5-6)
Exclusion o f selected guests (emphatic) (7)
Inclusion o f new guests (8-10)
Exclusion o f new guest (The Wedding Garment) (11-14)
Gospel o f Thomas
Inclusion o f selected guests (lines 1-2)
Exclusion (rejection) by selected guests (emphatic) (3-14a)
Exclusion o f selected guests (14b-15a)
Inclusion o f new guests (15b-16)
From the above constructs, several observations m ay be deduced.
1.

Concentrically, all the versions o f the parable emphasize the exclusion theme

flanked by the inclusion theme.
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2. In the unfolding plot o f each version o f the parable, the linear structure reveals
that any o f the two aspects o f the theme may dominate the narrative.
3. The concentric pattern o f organization stands in conjoint relationship with the
linear arrangement o f the narratives.
4. Luke stresses the inclusion aspect. H e includes two new groups in the
subsequent invitation (though the aim o f the host to fill every place in the banquet hall
heightens the rejection theme. Presumably, if the original invitees on second thought
decided to attend there would be no chance to make amends. Rejection on their part
results in rejection on his part).
5. Luke’s rejection is directed toward those who were previously invited (the
leaders o f Israel) and the acceptance o f those who were subsequently invited (the general
populace: the outcasts o f Israel, and the Gentiles).1 No place at the messianic table is
lIn stark contrast, during the intertestamental period the idea that the Gentiles
would be invited to attend the banquet was muffled. In 1 En. 62:1-16 the "kings, the
governors, the high officials and those who rule the earth [implying the Gentiles] shall
fall down before him [the E lect One, \vs. 2/], on their faces, and w orship]" (vs. 9); and
they "shall beg and plead fo r mercy at his feet" (vs. 10). "Their faces shall be filled w ith
shame, and their countenances shall be crowned with darkness" (vs. 11); and he will
"deliver them to the angels for punishments in order that vengeance shall be executed on
them-oppressors o f his children and his elect ones" (vs. 12). After the exercise o f "wrath
o f the Lord of Spirits" (vs. 13); they will "eat and rest and rise with the Son of Man
forever and ever" (vs. 15); and shall "wear garments o f glory which shall not wear out"
(vs. 16). Cf. also the belief o f the Qumran Community in lQ S a 2:3b-9a, "And let no
person smitten with any hum an impurity whatever enter the Assembly o f God. And
every person smitten with these impurities, unfit to occupy a place in the midst o f the
Congregation, and every (person) smitten in his flesh, paralyzed in his feet or hands, lame
or blind or deaf, or dumb o r smitten in his flesh with blemish visible to the eye, or any
aged person that totters and is unable to stand firm in the midst o f the Congregation: let
these persons not en[ter] to take their place in the m idst o f the Congregation o f men o f
renown, for the Angels o f holiness are [in] their [Congrega]tion."
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held indefinitely for anyone because o f national priority.
6. Matthew’s rejection, on the other hand, is focused on the people o f Israel, and
more particularly, the leaders of Israel. In addition, rejection is the lot o f those
subsequently invited, if they are not appropriately garbed.
7. Matthew is emphatic on the rejection dimension. He totally rejects the first
invited, to the extent that the consequence o f their rejection is their immediate
annihilation. Furthermore, he enlarges on the rejection theme by adding the parable o f
the Wedding Garment. The exclusion arises from no vagary o f the host but from the
fickleness o f the would-be guests.
8. The Gospel o f Thomas also accentuates the rejection facet, especially in the
excuses o f the first invitees.
9. The banquet type-scene is representative o f inclusion in and exclusion from the
kingdom. It could symbolize a curse or a cure for salvation.
Some additional insights into the Gospel w riters’ use o f Leitworter and motifs
will also help the reader to appreciate the theme o f inclusion and exclusion in the parable.
The inclusion theme manifested in Luke is augmented with his use of the catchword
gpxopaL. It is used three times in the narrative: once "to come" (epxcoGe), and twice "to
go out" (e£eA.0e)-"come" to the first invited, "and go out" to the second and third invited
(meaning come to the banquet). The word gives a ring o f urgent invitation to be included
in the banquet. The invitation motif is used in the imperative mood on the three
occasions.
The rejection theme is accentuated with Luke’s three-time use o f the verb icaXcco,
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used in two morphological forms-as an active verb and as a participle. In its active verb
form

(€K aA .eaev)

it refers to the first invited guests who were originally called. The first

participle in vs. 17 in its perfect participial form (k€icA.tip€vol<;) again identifies the first
invited guests who were given the notification to come that the dinner was ready, but
rejected. Furthermore, in vs. 24, the perfect participial form (»c€icA.Tmevou;) is used to
describe the first invited who have been rejected or excluded from the dinner.

Summary
From a close look at the two analyses, it is obvious that the synchronic analysis of
the banquet type-scene o f the parable o f the G reat Supper and the diachronic historical
analysis of the parable basically arrived at the same conclusions about the parable’s
theme. Both of them support the theme o f exclusion and inclusion. From the study o f
the diachronic critical analysis o f the parable it was realized that there is a definite
interrelatedness between the different versions. In the type-scene analysis, the
stereotypical plot elements in the three accounts help to substantiate the fact that all
originate from one common tradition or one banquet type-scene in antiquity.
The Guests and Host Response type-scene appears to be the operative paradigm
for the parable of the Great Supper. In all o f the versions o f this parable can be found the
constants of this type-scene in terms o f a set order o f motifs and theme, and the
characters and "catchwords," used by the authors. Each writer, especially the Synoptists,
manipulates his plot elements as to create the highest potency o f the parable. Each
narrator capitalizes on the shifts in points o f view to enhance the drama in the parable.

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

342

Although, each version has enough elements to suggest a common type-scene
convention, each account has enough differences to warrant a variation on the type-scene.

The Wedding Garment: M att 22:11-14
Diachronic Critical Analysis
An important issue with regard to this pericope is whether this parable formed
part o f Jesus’ original parable of the Great Banquet. Some scholars hold that the parable
of the Great Banquet, as originally told by Jesus, ended at Matt 12:10 (taking a parallel
from the Lucan version).1 They contend that M atthew appended the parable o f the
Wedding Garment, and it therefore must be considered as Matthew’s interpolation
(though Jesus could have used this parable in a different context).2
To substantiate this position the scholars have put forth several convincing
arguments. The parable is not mentioned in its parallel versions in either Luke or
Thomas’s accounts. The wedding garment pericope appears to be set off from the main
text. The emendation makes good sense in the light o f a seemingly pointless impulse to
grab a man from the highways, and still expect him to be dressed for the occasion.
It is further argued that though they are two separate parables, each stresses a
'For example, Beare, 436; Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 129; Jeremias, The
Parables o f Jesus, 65-66; Gundry, 439; Cadoux, 64; Garland, 222; Fenton, 349; Carter
and Heil, 175; Hagner, 631; Albright and Mann, 269; Donahue, The G ospel in Parable,
95.
2Patte observes that the tension seen in the transition from vs. 10 to 11 is typical
of Matthew when he wants to convey a major point that is not only surprising for his
audience, but w hat is unknown to them. He holds that this part of the parable expresses
its main point. See Patte, The Gospel According to M atthew, 301.
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different aspect o f the same general moral truth.1 The change from 6ouA.oi in vss. 3 ,4 , 6,
8, 10 to Slcckovol in vs. 13, and the change o f M atthew’s host as a man to a king in order

to allow for the garm ent story, are also strong evidences for the addition. Furthermore,
the garment account satisfies the expectation o f M atthew’s audience, whose m ind was
already oriented to the pairing o f "good" and "bad" vocabulary in the previous parable,
and who knew that the time had come to separate the evil from the good. The evidences
show that indeed the wedding garment material is an independent parable used by
Matthew as an appendage to complement his parable of the Great Banquet.

L iterary C ontext
The parable o f the Great Banquet prepares the way for the parable o f the Wedding
Garment. It follows up on the theme of rejection in the three previous parables. In this
instance, Matthew adds this parable to emphasize the importance o f righteousness for
those who would enter the kingdom and thus balance the point made in vs. 10,
concerning both the "evil and good." It also gives added emphasis to the parable o f the
Vineyard in 21:33-44, which speaks about the producing o f good fruit in its season.

T radition Analysis
The evidences suggest that the whole o f the parable o f the Wedding Garment
is an addition by Matthew. However, there is no evidence to disprove Jesus’ use o f this
parable probably in another context. As it stands, all one can conclude is that the parable
1Streeter, 242.
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o f the Wedding Garment is an integral part o f "Matthew’s parable" and continues the
banquet imagery o f the parable o f the Great Banquet.

Historical Analysis
In its original setting Jesus’ use o f this parable would have no doubt been targeted
to his opponents and critics-the Jewish leaders. Thus, the expression "the good and the
bad" posed no problem. However, in its second sitz im leben, when it was reapplied to
the community o f the early believers, it posed "the danger that the gospel o f the free grace
o f God might be interpreted as freeing the baptized from their moral responsibilities
(Rom 3:8; 6:1, 5; Jude 4).1 According to Jeremias, "in order to remove any ground for
such a misunderstanding, the parable of the W edding Garment was inserted into the
parable o f the Great Supper, introducing the principle o f merit, and emphasizing the
necessity for repentance as the condition o f acquittal at the Last Judgment."2 Thus, the
context o f the parable by the evangelist suggests that it was placed to fill a need arising
out of the missionary experience o f the Early Church.

Exegetical C om m entary
22:11 ei.aeA.Gcjv 8k o (laoiAcix; GeaoaaGai. touc avouccipevout; eiSev etcet avGpcoirov owe
evSeSupevov evSupa yapou,
B u t w hen th e king entered to view the ones w ho were reclining at the tables, h e saw
there a m an n o t dressed in wedding clothes, . . .
lJeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 65-66.
2Ibid., 66.
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Lenski holds that the king came in, not as a judge with critical eyes but as a
glorious king to feast his eyes on the entire scene-the guests at the royal table. However,
an insulting sight attracted the attention o f the king.1 Contrary to what Lenski assumes, it
is reasonable to argue that the deliberate intent o f the king was to inspect the guests, since
he had no idea who the servants had brought in. GeaoaoOai connotes divine inspection,
suggesting the examination o f professing disciples at the Last Judgment.2 In addition,
Matthew’s strange placement o f ou instead o f pii before the participle €v5e8ufi€vov
suggests emphasis on the actual situation in the description, while the nn would make it a
hypothetical argument.3 The negation is clear-cut and decisive, thereby heightening the
judgment motif.
For any marriage festivity people would w ear appropriate garments.4 Scholars are
divided over who was responsible for the provision o f the garments: the king5 o r the
lR. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation o f St. M atthew 's Gospel (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1943), 855.
2Gundry, 439.
3A. T. Robertson, A Grammar o f the G reek N ew Testament in the Light o f
H istorical Research (New York: Hodder and Stoughton, 1915), 1138. In addition to the
emphasis on the negation, Blass and Debrunner see in this construction a simple
preference for ical ou instead o f icaL pn. See Friedrich W. Blass, Albert Debrunner, and
Robert W. Funk, A G reek Grammar to the N ew Testament and Other Early Christian
Literature (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1961), 430.
4Cf. 2 Kgs 25-29; Esth 6:8-9; Rev 19:8; Josephus Jewish Wars, 2.8.5 §§128-131.
Cf. also Isa 61:10 with Isa 61:8, Ezek 16:10, and the rabbinic parable in b. Sabb.
153a-The Wise and Foolish Invitees; M idrash Proverbs 16:11; M idrash Ecclesiastes 9:8.
sThe idea that the festal garment was provided by the king is supported by people
such as A. Lukyn Williams, The G ospel A ccording to St. M atthew, Pulpit Commentary,
vol. 15, ed. H. D. M. Spence (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), 358; William
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invitees themselves, who were rushed to the banquet upon a moment’s notice. If it was
the king, there is no clear evidence o f such a practice in ancient times.1 If the invitees
themselves were responsible, it seems impractical that a host would require immediate
compliance without having given the invitees enough tim e to make preparation. Besides,
the street people were most likely the poor, who would not be able to afford a banquet
outfit.2 There seems to be no consensus on the matter, yet one thing is certain, according
to Morris: "Suitable clothing3 was available and this man had not made use o f the
Hendricksen, Exposition o f the G ospel according to M atthew, New Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973), 797-798; Simon J. Kistemaker, The Parables
o f Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 104.
l e n s k i draws attention, however, to Gen 45:22; Judg 14:12, 19; 2 Kgs 5:22;
10:22; Esth 6:8; 8:15; Rev 19:8, 9. See Lenski, The Interpretation o f St. M a tth ew ’s
Gospel, 857. Lenski further asserts that M atthew’s use o f the passive voice (evSeSupivov
meaning "not having been garmented") is suggestive o f an action done to someone. He
suggests that is the action played by the attendants who garmented the guests for the
feast. The perfect participle carries the present force. He was not garmented and still
stands ungarmented. Ibid., 856. Klaus Haacker assumes that the custom o f the king
providing the festal garment could have an allusion to a Palestinian folktale which tells o f
three poor maidens who were invited to the palace, and who requested festal garments as
they could not provide for themselves. See Klaus Haacker, "Das hochzeitliche Kleid von
Matt 22:11-13 und ein palastinisches Marchen," Zeitschrift des Deufschen PalastinaVereins 87 (1971): 95-97.
2Beasley-Murray does say that the individuals in the second group were not in a
position to provide their wedding garments. H e argues that Matthew says nothing
concerning the second group’s poverty and not having tim e to prepare, thus it might be
safe to assume that the m an in the parable had the ability to present himself properly
garbed. See G. R. Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Kingdom o f G od (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1986), 121.
3Gundry assumes that the missing wedding garment was probably a newly washed
garment (cf. Zech 3:3-5; Rev 3:4, 5, 18; 19:8; 22:14; lE n. 62:15-16; m. T a ’a n it4:8).
Gundry, 439.
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opportunity."1 The man in the parable is a representative figure denoting a group of
people.2
12 Kal Xey€L au~q>, 'Escape,

itco<;

eL.crfiA.06c; co5e pfi excou ev5u(ia yapou; o 5e €4>Lpco0T|.

. . . and he said to him , “Friend, ho w d id y o u enter here, n o t having w edding
clothes?” b u t he was silent.
The king greeted the man as 'E tatpe: "a person who is associated with someone
else, though not necessarily involving personal affection (as in the case o f (J>lA.o<;)."3 It
indicates "a cool distance between the gracious benefactor and the recipient who fails to
respond to the kindness shown."4 "How did you enter here?" the king asks. Gundry
asserts: "The question deals with the right o f entrance, not means o f entrance."5
According to Jeremias, the host may allow guests to eat by themselves and then appear
during the meal.6 The man was speechless. Literally, he was "muzzled," from (t>ipoG>.
xMorris, The Gospel according to M atthew, 52.
2Sim argues for a composite figure representing two groups o f people: the wicked
invitees o f 22:10 and the Jewish leaders who declined the invitation in 22:3-6. The
wicked invitees represent the unworthy Christians, while the Jewish leaders stand for the
Jewish opponents in Matthean community. See David C. Sim, "The Man without the
Wedding Garment: Matt 22:11-13," Heythrop Journal (1990): 166. On the other hand,
Manson argued that the man represented an individual, probably Judas or Paul. See
Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 226. This interpretation does not hold, as the phrase, "for
many are called and few are chosen" in 22:14, implies that not just one individual will be
expelled from the kingdom, but a number o f people.
3J. P. Louw and E. Nida, G reek English Lexicon o f the New Testament: Based on
Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1989), 34:16.
4Stock, 336.
sGundry, 440.
6Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 187.
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He had no excuse. Again, the judgment m otif emerges.
13 tore o PacriAeix; eitrev to lc ; Slcckovolc;, A^aavtec a u T o u troSac ical x^pac eicpdAeTe1
e^coTepov etcet earaL o KrAauGpo^ ical o Ppuypoc; tc o v o S o i/tg ju .

auTO v 6 l q t o o ic o to c t o

T hen the king said to th e servants, “W hen you have b o u n d him , feet and hands,
th row him o u t into the darkness farthest out; there (in th a t place) will be loud crying
and grinding o f teeth.”
The absence o f the wedding garment is clearly a serious offense to the host. It
poses a discredit to the host; it is an insult to him. Because the garment is missing, the
king gives an outlandish order to the servants. Matthew’s use o f the word Sidicovoj;
instead o f SoGAog in the previous verses (3, 4, 6, 8, 10) is an indication o f his usage o f a
different parable. Gundry asserts that "they (the servants) represent the same angels that
do the judgmental work in the parables o f the Tares and the Bad Fish, both of which are
peculiar to Matthew."2 Gundry further suggests that a comparison be made with the
unparalleled use o f Sidtcovoc; also in 23:11, and o f the cognate Siaicoveco in 25:44. As in
the parable of the Tares, angels bind (SrioaTe) the tares and throw (pdAouaui/) them into the
fiery furnace (13:30, 42), so also here, the servants are told to bind

( S iia a i/T e s )

the man

without a wedding garment and throw (eKpdAexe) him into outermost darkness.3 "Hands
and feet" emphasizes the severity o f the judgment.4 "Outer darkness" is an expression
lA few MSS have apaTe aurov itoficSi/ ical xeipcSv ical pdAere (D it sy5'); several
MSS insert apaTe auTov xaL (C W TR sy11).
2Gundry, 440.
3C f Jub. 5:14; 1 En. 17:6; 63:6; 108:11; Matt 8:12; 25:30.
4Gundry, 440. Sim suggests that a literary relationship might exist between 1 En.
10:4a and Matt 22:13a. See David C. Sim, "Matthew 22:13a and 1 Enoch 10:4a: A Case
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often used to denote "the uncomfortable lodging o f those who are rejected"1or "the
gloomy place o f eschatological destruction."2 "There will be loud crying and grinding of
teeth" describes the severity o f the judgm ent meted out to the church member who fails in
his righteousness.3
14

tto a X o I

yap eLaiv

icA.T|To L,

oA.Lyot 5e

€ icA.€k t o l .

F o r m any are called, b u t few are chosen.
This logion seems to be the final and climactic conclusion to Matthew’s trilogy o f
judgment parables (The Two Sons, 21:28-32; The Wicked Tenants, 21:33-44; The Great
Banquet, 22:1-14). Like many proverbial summations to parables, this one does not fit
exactly, yet it fits well enough to express Matthew’s general intention. Marten avers that
it "sums up the evangelist’s more general view of judgment vis-a-vis Israel-namely, that
Israel’s calling cannot guarantee her election to salvation."4 According to Jewish
understanding, "all Israelites have a share in the world to come."5 But Jesus objects to
o f Literary Dependence," Journalfor the Study o f the New Testament 47 (1997): 3-18.
Cf. The Parables o f the Wise and Foolish Invitees.
M orris, The Gospel according to M atthew, 552.
2H. C. Hahn, "Darkness," The N ew International D ictionary o f the N ew Testament
Theology, ed. Colin Brown (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 1:425.
3Cf. Matt 13:42, 50; 24:51; Luke 13:28. See also commentary on the parable o f
The Narrow Door, above.
4Allan W. Martens, "Produce Fruit Worthy o f Repentance: Parables o f Judgment
against the Jewish Religious Leaders and the Nation (Matt 21:28-22:14 // Luke 13:6-9),"
in The Challenge o f Jesu s’Parables, ed. Richard Longenecker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2000), 165.
5Sanhedrin 10:1.
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this view. The gospel goes far and wide, but not everyone who hears it is one o f God’s
elect. More directly the judgment theme applies to the parables o f the Great Banquet and
the Wedding Garment-the first refers to those who have been "called," the second
concerns those who will be "chosen" in the final judgment.
The "many" and "few" reflect a Semitic idiom that basically means that all are
called but not all are chosen.1 "Many" m ust be understood as the "all," "both good and
evil" whom the slaves "gathered together." The "few" must be understood as those
professing Christendom who manifest the genuineness of their discipleship with works of
righteousness.2 Morris clarifies: "Jesus is not saying whether the elect will be a tiny
remnant or not; he is saying that not all the called will be finally chosen."3 etc^eKtoL is a
technical term for "the messianic community o f salvation."4 Garland points out that
being chosen does not mean that some are chosen to participate while others are chosen
not to participate. The ones who were originally invited were deemed unworthy because
they chose not to come. While some spurn the invitation, others respond unworthily.
lSee B. F. Meyer, "Many (=A11) Are Called, But Few (=Not All) Are Chosen,"
New Testament Studies 36 (1990): 94-96; Morris reminds us that both Hebrew and
Aramaic lack comparative forms o f the adjective. And that comparisons are expressed by
using expressions such as "large" and "small," and sometimes "many" and "few." Morris,
The G ospel according to M atthew, 552. Cf. 4 Esra 8:3, 41.
2Gundry, 440.
3Morris, The Gospel according to M atthew, 552.
4Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology, Part One: The Proclamation o f
Jesus (London: SCM, 1963), 131.
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The chosen ones are those who responded worthily; they are "choice."1

Summary Statement o f W hat the Parable Meant
The main point o f the parable o f the Wedding Garment is that inclusion in the
kingdom depends on one’s readiness to enter it. Exclusion, in this instance, is not
because of a deliberate rejection o f the invitation as in the parable o f the Great Supper,
but a result o f neglect o f one’s personal readiness for the eschatological banquet.
Readiness anticipates the theme o f the parable of the Ten Virgins (M att 25:1-13). The
Jewish leaders had rejected the invitation in salvation history. Thereafter, the ones who
accepted the invitation would be excluded if personal preparation were not made.
Matthew’s addition o f the parable o f the Wedding Garment to the parable o f the Great
Supper was to teach that the acceptance o f invitation for salvation, though available to all,
is not adequate to guarantee it. Admission is conditioned upon prescribed requirements.
A mere profession o f allegiance to the Church is not sufficient for entrance into God’s
kingdom; the fulfillment o f one’s obligation to God is required.

Type-Scene Analysis
Literary Structure
Because Matthew is appending this parable to that o f the parable o f the Great
Banquet, little can be said o f the structure in terms o f its components, except that vss. 1113 form the parable proper, and vs. 14 presents the application. Again, for structural
‘Garland, 223.
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purposes, due to the fusing of the two parables into one account, vss. 1-2 may serve as the
introductory formula, while vs. 14 seems to hold the application for both parables-the
Great Banquet and the Wedding Garment.

Plot
Matt 22:11-13 surprises the reader. The reader does not expect the story to take
such a turn. It runs against the reader’s expectations. A king could not expect a person
rushed from the street into his wedding feast to be prepared with an appropriate wedding
garment. From all evidences, the Gospel writer realizes that the successful but hasty
gathering o f the "highway" people, both "good and bad," raises a new problem. The
goodness o f the king, demonstrated by inviting a mixed crowd o f good and evil, is not
good enough (the parable o f the Great Supper). Personal qualification cannot be
dispensed with. Thus, the writer inserts the parable o f the W edding Garment in order to
stall any reasoning that everyone admitted to the banquet hall (called) will be entitled
guests (chosen). The division o f guests is, therefore, determined when the king (God)
enters the banquet hall and examines (judges) the attendees o f the banquet.
The narrator o f the parable o f the Great Supper in Matt 22:2-10 employs the
Guests and Host Response type-scene. The parable o f the W edding Garment applies, in
part, the Wise and Foolish Invitees type-scene. If Matt 22:11-13 is indeed a separate
parable and Matt 22:1-2 serves as the introduction o f the parable, then the narrator
assumes that the implied reader is aware o f all the events, that norm ally constitute the
W ise and Foolish type-scene, leading up to the assembly o f the guests at the royal
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banquet table.
The last events o f the W ise and Foolish type-scene are enacted in this parable.
The king inspects the guests, and discovers that one o f them is not dressed for the
occasion. Suspense is developed at this juncture. The reader is surprised by the king’s
reaction. His reaction is not one o f anger, but one o f gracious inquiry: "Friend, how did
you enter here, not having wedding clothes?"1 The king addresses the man as "friend"
though the man is acting in an "unfriendly" way. There is an appeal to that word (cf.
Luke 14:10). This is a variation to the type-scene in which the host usually gets angry.
W ith this strategy, the narrator mellows the judgment theme that follows. The narrator
does not want the implied reader to get the impression that the king is merciless. The
friendly tone of the host puts the king in a positive light so that the implied reader may be
prepared for the harsh judgment that follows. The speechless response o f the
ungarmented guest indirectly suggests an atmosphere o f judgm ent and the guest’s
inexcusable destiny.
The overall plot o f the two parables follows a logic o f hierarchy, whose main
point consummates in vs. 14. In successive episodes in the narrative, the number who
participate in the banquet is diminished by stages. First, many are rejected (the first
invited), then an individual is rejected. The narrator compares the mass rejection of the
first invited with the single rejection o f the man without the garment. In so doing, the
implied reader would sense the im pact o f the rejection o f first invited. The plot is tragic.
^ f . the use o f "friend" in the parable o f Places at a Feast, Luke 14:10.

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

354

Characterization
The king is the central character in the parable, who is cast in a stem posture
tolerating no nonsense. He represents God in the eschatological judgment and is depicted
as a serious judge. Yet, he is gracious when he addresses the guest without the wedding
garment. The narrator’s description o f this guest portrays him as hopeless and without
excuse. He is described as standing muzzled before the king. He is, perhaps, only one o f
many such men.1 The opponents o f Jesus would follow the same fate. The guest without
the wedding garment is aligned with the "many who are called." The call, many may
hear, but a certain response to the call, only a few will qualify. The choice o f the host is
dependent on the preparedness o f the guest. The servants function only as flat characters
to perform the order o f the king and represent the angels who help in the final judgment.

Theme
Motifs that suggest a judgment theme are "bind" (cf. Matt 13:30), "outer
darkness" (cf. 8:12; 25:30), and "weep and gnash their teeth."2 The guest without the
garment, though he is inside the banquet hall, is just as guilty as the first invitees in the
previous narrative who did not honor the host when they rejected his invitation. Both
suffer the same fate: They are called but not chosen. The exclusion theme is heightened
here, and culminates with the verdict in vs. 14, "many are called, but few are chosen."
"To be chosen," according to Mounce, "does not mean to be thrust into the kingdom apart
le n s k i, The Interpretation o f M atthew ’s Gospel, 856.
2Cf. Matt 8:12; 13:42, 50; 24:51; 25:30.
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from our decision and regardless o f our conduct."1
The garment m otif functions as the essential for banquet fellowship. The
narrative gives no particular hint in regard to the symbolism o f the garment, whether
meritorious works, imputed righteousness, or whatever. In Matthew’s context, however,
it may symbolize "a life in keeping with God’s call, a life o f justice, o f doing God’s
will."2 Gundry avers: "God’s grace may not be taken for granted. God requires
obedience, which does not merit salvation but is evidence o f it."3 The parable warns that
though the salvific door is open to all, personal qualification is imperative for entry into
the eschatological banquet.

Summary
The parable o f the Wedding Garment, whether studied from a diachronic critical
approach or a literary approach, may be understood as a parable o f judgment. Personal
readiness to participate in the eschatological banquet is the condition for inclusion. A
mere acceptance o f the host’s invitation is not adequate to warrant a place at God’s
banquet table. Religious affiliation does not meet the definite requirement prescribed by
the banquet host. Inevitably, all who refuse to comply with the expected attire will be
excluded from the kingdom.
b o u n c e , 207.
2Stock, 336. If it represents the righteousness o f God, the host provided the
garment.
3Gundry, 439.
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The Prodigal Son: Luke 15:11-32
Diachronic Critical Analysis
The parable o f the Prodigal Son is the paragon o f all Gospel parables. Hunter
describes it as "the pearl o f all parables."1 For centuries the parable has been called
"Evangelium in Evangelio,"2 for it "contains the Good News itself."3 The parable is not
only the longest, but perhaps the best known and m ost studied.4 The attention given to
this parable using diverse approaches to reach its interpretation can only be adequately
described as "extravagant."5
h u n ter, The Parables Then and Now, 59.
W illiam F. Amdt, The G ospel according to St. Luke (St. Louis: Concordia,
1956), 350.
3Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 124.
4For a history o f its interpretation up to 1977, see Kissinger, xv, xvi, 5, 6-7, 10-11,
26, 52-53, 65-66, 69, 102, 107-111, 115-117, 129, 142, 160, 162-164, 168, 172, 182, 184,
188, 195, 209, 214-216, 225, 248, and 351-370 for a comprehensive bibliography. See
also, Donahue, The G ospel in Parable, 151-152; Young, The Parables, 131-136.
5According to Fitzmyer, it provided the theme for famous painters (Durer, Beham,
Rembrandt, L. Bassano, G. van Honthorst), dramatists (Tudor Dramatists, Gascoigne’s
Glasse o f Government), choreographers (Balanchine), musicians (Animuccia, Prokofiev,
Britten), novelists (Gide), and philosophers (Nietzsche). Fitzmyer, 2:1083. M odem and
postmodern approaches have grappled for its meaning: in literary studies (Sellew,
"Interior Monologue," 239-253; Robert Tannehill, Luke, Abingdon New Testament
Commentaries [Nashville: Abingdon, 1996], 236-244; idem, Narrative Unity o fL u keActs: The Gospel o f Luke, 105-110, 133-134, 157, 169, 171-178, 183-186, 209, 240-249;
Talbert, Reading Luke, 147-152; Crossan, In Parables, 73-75, 97); literary and
existentialist (Geraint Jones, 167-205; Via, The Parables, 162-176); literary-cultural
(Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 158-207), social science (Richard L. Rohrbaugh, "A
Dysfunctional Family and Its Neighbors: Luke 15:1 lb-32," Jesus a n d H is Parables:
Interpreting the Parables o f Jesus Today, ed. V. George Shillington [Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1997], 141-164); Jungian (Dan O. Via, "The Prodigal Son: A Jungian Reading,"
Semeia 9 [1977]: 21-43); structuralist (Bernard B. Scott, "The Prodigal Son: A
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In this study the focus has been on banquet type-scene elements in the parables
and how they operate to create meaning and beauty for the reader. In the light o f this
approach it is not necessary that a full-scale diachronic critical analysis be done on the
entire narrative. A verse-by-verse study may be adequately made, using well-recognized
commentaries. Therefore, only those verses o f the parable that deal directly with the
banquet scene are analyzed.

Literary Context
In Luke 14, Jesus dines with Pharisees and welcomes outcasts into his
eschatological kingdom. In Luke 15 he dines with them. The cluster o f banquet parables
in chap. 14 and, especially, the parable of the Great Banquet anticipates the festivities in
chap. 15. In the parable o f the Great Supper the gracious host desires to have his house
filled. Thus, in vss. 1 and 2 o f chap. 15, Luke creates a setting where Jesus is having
table-fellowship with tax gatherers and sinners. However, the Pharisees and scribes are
grumbling over Jesus’ association with these outcasts. Jesus responds with a series o f
Structuralist Interpretation," Sem eia 9 [1977]: 45-73; Daniel Patte, "Structural Analysis o f
the Parable o f the Prodigal Son: Toward a Method," in Semiology and Parables: An
Exploration o f the P ossibilities O ffered by Structuralism fo r Exegesis, ed. Daniel Patte,
Pittsburgh Theological Monograph Series, no. 9 [Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1976], 71-149);
psychoanalytic (Mary A. Tolbert, "The Prodigal Son: A n Essay in Literary Criticism
from a Psychoanalytic Perspective," Semeia 9 [1977]: 1-20); psychotherapeutic (Richard
Q. Ford, The Parables o f Jesus: Recovering the A rt o fL istening [Minneapolis: Fortress,
1997]); and legal studies (Derrett, Law in the New Testament, 100-125). Along with
these are the scores o f commentaries, too numerous to mention.
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parables that tell o f things that were lost and found.1
Several features in these parables indicate that they were intended by the Gospel
writer to be read as a literary unit, part o f Luke’s larger narrative o f the Travel Narrative,
in which Jesus is making his way to Jerusalem.2 The parables o f the Lost Sheep (Luke
15:4-7) and the Lost Coin (8-10) constitute a characteristic pair,3 while the Prodigal Son
(11-32) though related in subject is treated differently. The Prodigal Son is followed by
the parable of the Unjust Steward in chap. 16 which some scholars see as having some
sort o f link.4

Tradition Analysis
The parable belongs to Luke’s L material. The origin o f the parable or part o f the
•Tannehill sees in this scenario a situation o f the implementation o f a type-scene.
See Tannehill, The Narrative Unity o f Luke-Acts: The G ospel according to Luke, 170172; idem, Luke, 237. See also p. 89, above.
Evidences for reading these parables as one literary unit are: (1) these parables
share a common theme: G od’s delight in a sinner’s repentance (vss. 7, 10, 24, 32); (2) the
recurrence of words and phrases that unite these parables: repentance (vss. 7, 10, 18),
joy/rejoice, make merry (vss. 5-7, 9-10, 23-24, 32), the lost is found (vss. 6, 9, 24, 32);
(3) the story structure is sim ilar for all these parables: loss, recovery, restoration, and
celebration; (4) vss. 1-2 and 28-30 form an inclusio to the chapter. The complaint o f the
elder brother of his father’s acceptance o f the prodigal son echoes the grumblings of the
Pharisees and scribes who objected to Jesus’ association with "sinners." See Stephen C.
Barton, "Parables on God’s Love and Forgiveness," in The Challenge o f Jesu s’Parables,
ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 201.
3They share a common structure: a man/a woman; one lost sheep/one lost coin;
the sheep/coin is sought and found; a summoning o f friends and neighbors for
celebration; and a concluding lesson. Ibid.; cf. Bailey, P oet and Peasant, 144-158.
4See Donahue, The G ospel in Parable, 162-169; Stephen I. Wright, "Parables on
Poverty and Riches," in The Challenge o f Jesu s’Parables, ed. Richard Longenecker
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 217-239.
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parable has come under scrutiny by scholars. Some scholars view the parable as a purely
Lucan composition and structured in a way to promote Lucan theology.1 However, a
great many scholars differ, arguing that the parable belongs to a pre-Lucan tradition,
though they accept that Luke had some stylistic influence on the material.2 Others
maintain that Luke 15:11-24 originated from a pre-Lucan tradition3 while 15:25-32 is a
‘Jack T . Sanders, The Jews in Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 108;
Michael D. Goulder, Luke: A New Paradigm, 2 vols. (Sheffield: JSOT, 1989), 2:609-614.
John Drury claims that Luke fashioned the story as an allegory describing salvation
history. Drury, 142-145. J. van Goudoever holds that Luke reworked pieces of material
from the tradition behind the parable o f the Two Sons (M att 21:28-32) in his formulation
o f the parable. J. van Goudoever, "The Place o f Israel in Luke’s Gospel," Novum
Testamentum 8 (1966): 121.
M arshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 605-606; Borsch, 45-46; Joachim Jeremias,
"Tradition und Redaktion in Lukas 15," Z eitschriftfur die neutestamentliche
W issenschaft 62 (1971): 172-179; Fitzmyer, 2:1085; Charles E. Carlston, "Reminiscence
and Redaction in Luke 15:11-32," Journal o f B iblical Literature 94 (1975): 368-390;
Francois Bovon, "The Parable o f the Prodigal Son, Luke 15:11-32: First Reading and
Second Reading," in Exegesis: Problems o f M ethod a n d Exercises in Reacting (Genesis
22 and Luke 15), ed. Francois Bovon and Gregoire Rouilier, Pittsburgh Theological
Monograph Series 21 (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1978), 452.
3Contra Apocalypse o f Sedrach 6:4-5: "Tell m e w hat sort o f a father would give an
inheritance to his son, and having received the money (the son) goes away leaving his
father, and becomes an alien and in the service o f aliens. The father then, seeing that the
son has forsaken him (and gone away), darkens his heart and going away, he retrieves his
wealth and banishes his son from his glory because he forsook his father."
In this picture God rejects the human race and reclaims his wealth. In the parable
o f the Prodigal Son the son spends all, comes to his senses, changes his thinking, and
returns to his father who accepts him fully. This illustrates the love o f an all-forgiving
God. Cf. Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:24: A King’s son w ent out into evil courses, and the
King sent his guardian (paidagogos) after him "Return, m y son," said he. But the son
sent him back, saying to his father "How can I return, I am ashamed." His father sent
again saying: "My son, art thou indeed ashamed to return? Is it not to thy father that thou
retumest?" Quoted from Israel Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism a n d the Gospels
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1917), 142.
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later expansion by Luke.1 However, there is no extant textual or compelling linguistic
evidence for this assumption. Via posits that the first part (vss. 11-24) already has a
rounded plot: beginning, middle, and end, and there is no reason to question vss. 25-32
as an original part o f the parable. Luke 15:24 expresses the movement and meaning o f
the latter episode, bringing it within the thematic unity o f the prodigal’s story.2 Jeremias
explains it as a situation o f a "double-edged" parable.3 In spite o f the speculative notions
about the parable’s historicity, the parable is widely accepted as authentically Jesus’.4
The quest for the origin o f parables will continue to taunt the source critic for, in m ost
instances, one is never quite sure about the process o f transmission o f parables.
‘The originator o f this idea was Julius Wellhausen; it was later endorsed by
Sanders. See Julius Wellhausen, D as Evangelium Lucae (Berlin: Reimer, 1904), 81-85;
Jack T. Sanders, "Tradition and Redaction in Luke 15:11-32," New Testament Studies 15
(1968-1969): 433-448.
2Via, The Parables, 167.
3Jeremias, The P arables o f Jesus, 131.
4Julicher, 2:333-365; Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 128-132; Fitzmyer, 2:1085;
Bock, 1307; Hendrickx, 150; Jan Lambrecht, Once M ore Astonished: The Parables o f
Jesus (New York: Crossroad, 1981), 46-49; Roger D. Aus, "Luke 15:11-32 and R. Eliezer
ben Hyrcanus’s Rise to Fame," Journal o f B iblical Literature 104 (1985): 443-469.
Hultgren posits that the structure and theology o f the parable are similar to that o f the
parable of the Workers in the Vineyard (Matt 20:1-16) which cannot be attributed to
Luke. See Hultgren, 84. The Jesus Seminar codifies it as "pink," suggesting that Jesus
would have probably said something like it. Acceptance o f the parable on the "pink"
status was based on three reasons: the presence o f non-Lucan vocabulary in the narrative;
the father’s sensitive treatment o f the elder son, who represented the Jewish leaders; and
the evidence o f the "sinners" theme (Luke 7:33-34 // M att 11:18-19). See Funk and
Hoover, 356-357.
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Historical Analysis
There is no reason to question the reliability o f Luke’s account as fitting for the
sitz im Leben Jesu} The scene is one o f conflict in which Jesus is verbally attacked by
Pharisees and scribes for dining with "sinners." In response to their angry accusation,
Jesus vindicates his association with, and proclamation, o f the Good News, to the
despised and outcasts against his critics.2 In his actions, the love and forgiveness o f God
to the sinner are made effectual.3 In fact, the parabolic triad is a "justification o f his
[Jesus] mission to the last, the least, and the lost."4 The parable is a veiled assertion in
which Jesus vindicates his authority; he is acting on behalf o f God.s The banquet
imagery adds to this authority, and subtly points to the eschatological banquet. Jesus’
hearers must have recognized "that now is the time in which the lost come home" to feast
in the eschatological meal provided by God, the host.6
In the sitz im leben of the evangelist, the call to repentance and the offer o f
Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 128, 131-132; Stein, An Introduction to the
Parables, 123; Dodd, The Parables o f the Kingdom, 92-93; Linneman, 69.
2Jesus may have criticized the hypocritical practices o f some Pharisees, but he did
not attack Pharisaism as a religious movement. Cf. Young, The Parables, 136; idem,
Jesus and H is Jewish Parables, 143-154; John Bowker, Jesus and the Pharisees
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 38-42.
3R. Stein, An Introduction to the Parables, 122.
4Hunter, The Parables Then and Now, 56.
5Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 128, 132.
6Linneman, 80.
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salvation fits well with Luke’s general thrust o f his Gospel.1 There is no reason to
assume that he, too, could not have understood the parable with eschatological
implications.

Exegetical Commentary
As mentioned earlier, the objective o f this study would not require a diachronic
critical analysis o f the entire narrative, but only o f the pertinent section that deals w ith the
banquet scenario. Besides, the main story line in this parable is well known. Comments
on the verses leading up to the banquet unit may be read in many sources. The banquet
pericope involves vss. 22-28.
15:22 €LTTev 5e o Tratqp trpoc; toix; 5ouA.ouc; auxoO, Taxu e^eveyKa-e crcoA.qv tqv TrpoStqv
icaL eySuaate autoi/, K a l Sore 8aicnjA.iov etc; tq v x €^ p a anrou K al utroSqpara cu; roix;
iroSac;, 23 Kal cjjepete rov pooxov xov aLxeurov, Quaare, tcai (Jjayovrec; €u<t>pav6c3p€v, 24
o n outoq o uLoq pou veKpOQ qv K a l aveCqoev, qv diro>.coXcjc K a l eupe9q. K a l qp^avro
eiicjjpaLi'eoGaL.

B u t the father said to his slaves, “Quickly b ring o u t th e best robe and dress him ,
place a rin g on his finger a n d sandals o n his feet, and bring the fattened calf,
slaughter it, and let us eat a n d be merry, because this m y son was dead and has com e
to life again, he was lost and has been found.” A nd they began to be merry.
Earlier in the narrative, the younger o f the father’s two sons asked for his share o f
the property.2 To the shock o f the hearers, the father divided his property between the
two sons.3 The younger son went off to live life his own way. We see him move from
1Stein, An Introduction to the Parables, 124.
2See the laws o f disposition in Deut 21:15-17.
3For a detailed discussion on the appropriateness and feasibility o f such an
arrangement in the first century see Derrett, Law in the New Testament, 104-110; Bailey,
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the bounty of his father’s table to starvation in a pigsty, under the hand o f a Gentile
employer. He decided to return home, and prepared a homecoming speech, planning to
ask to be taken on as a hired servant, the lowest kind o f employee.1 At home, a waiting
father recognized far in the distance his returning son. His love sent him running down
the road, forgetful o f his dignity and old age.2 In an impassioned embrace he warmly
accepted the son into the family circle. The son was not able to finish his homecoming
speech which he had rehearsed several times. The “impatient” father cuts him short.
In the touching scene that follows, the father commands his slave to supply tokens
o f forgiveness and reinstatement for the son.3 The expression otoAV tfjv TrpcjtTiv
P oet and Peasant, 161-169. See also Stein, An Introduction to the Parables, 118-119.
LThere were three categories o f servants in a household: (1) the bondsman
(SouXoq) who was regarded as part o f the master’s family and had a personal interest in
the affairs o f his master. He had considerable authority. Cf. the parable o f the Wise and
Foolish Servant, M att 24:45-51 // Luke 12:42-46; (2) the bondservant (irai6d<;) who was
one level lower below the bondsman. Bondservants were the abused servants in the
parable o f the W ise and Foolish Servant; and (3) the hired servant (piaQioc) who was the
lowest category o f servants. He was regarded as an outsider having no access to or
interest in the affairs o f the family. He worked only when extra help was needed and
could be dismissed at the pleasure o f the master. He was regarded as inferior to the other
servants and was subject to their direction. This is the position that the younger son
requested. See Oesterley, 184. Cf. Neal Fisher, 66-67.
2Cf. Sir 19:30; Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130; L. P. Weatherhead, In Quest
o f a Kingdom (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1943), 90; Bailey, Poet and Peasant,
184; Neal Fisher, 66-67.
3Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130.
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literally means “the first robe,” which could be “the first in quality” 1; or “the foremost,”2
the best in the father’s wardrobe.3 It was a long flowing garment,4 the one described as
used by angels (Mark 16:5) and glorified believers (Rev 6:11), and pictures formal attire.5
Bailey believes that it was the father’s ceremonial robe, the one he wore on feast days
and grand occasions.6 Fisher adds that it is the type o f robe a king would grant to a
visiting official to mark the guest’s honor.7 The father’s robe-gesture assured the prodigal
o f acceptance by the community of invited guests at the banquet.8 According to Jeremias
the robe was a symbol of the New Age,9 and carried with it eschatological significance.10
M anson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 289.
h u ltg re n , 79. Nolland’s speculation that it was the "former" robe that the son
wore before he left home and which was now restored to him as token o f his
reinstatement is arguable. <rcoA.V tf|v npcotriv does not make any reference to avnrou.
See Nolland, 785.
3Cf. Jos. Asen. 18:3; Esth 6:8; Cant 4:14; Ezek 27:22; Amos 6:6; A cts Thom. 6,
line 5; 7, line 12.
4Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "oroXq.”
sBock, 1314.
6Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 185.
7Neal Fisher, 68. Cf. Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130. Cf. the narrative in
the Sumerian text o f the aspiring young scribe in the subsection, "The Sumerian
Banquet," above.
8Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 185. See also Malina and Rohrbaugh, 372.
9Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130. The New Age in this context meant that
the time o f salvation had come. This event was to follow the Last Judgment. Ibid., 118119.
10Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 185.
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Marshall regards it as an indication of status, reminiscent o f Gen 41:42.1
The signet ring reinstated the prodigal as one who could once more m ark
documents with his own sign, thereby reinstating his authority2 and membership in the
family.3 Bailey notes that now he was trusted in a remarkable way.4 Sore 6a*cruA.iov
translated "give a ring" is a hapax legomenon which reflects a Semitic idiom in the sense
o f "place a ring" (cf. Luke 12:51).5 The "sandals on his feet1' implied two things fo rth e
prodigal: he was now a freeman,6 and not a slave,7 and he was now reinstated as a person
o f authority.8
The robe, ring, sandals, and guest o f honor are motifs precursory to the banquet
scene. The father’s reunion with his son arouses a mood o f festivity. He orders the
lMarshall, The Gospel o f Luke, 610. Cf. also Gen 27:15; 1 Macc 6:15.
2Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130. Marshall believes it is especially symbolic
o f royal authority. Marshall, The Gospel o f Luke, 610. Cf. the narrative in Sumerian text
o f the aspiring young scribe, p. 158, above; Gen 41:42; 1 Macc 6:15; Esth 3:10; 8:2;
Josephus Antiquities 12:360. Contra Nolland, 785.
3Bock, 1315. However, Bock does n o t see here a transfer of authority in which
the younger brother assumes the office o f the elder brother.
4Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 185.
5Manson, The Sayings o f Jesus, 289; Marshall, The Gospel o f Luke, 610.
6Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130; Hultgren, 79; Marshall, The G ospel o f
Luke, 610; Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 155; Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 185.
7Slaves normally walked bare-footed. Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130.
8The order that the slaves place the shoes on the prodigal’s feet implied that they
were to acknowledge him as their master. See Derrett, Law in the New Testament, 113114.
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slaughter o f the fattened calf.1 t o u poaxov ~ov

c tu -€ u t6 v

makes reference to an animal

specifically fed and kept to be slaughtered on a special occasion.2 M eat w as rarely eaten,
except on special occasions.3 The m eat provided for this banquet feast could feed a
sizable company,4 and since the father wished to truly honor his son, a community o f
guests must be invited. The son becomes the chief guest o f honor, a gesture designed by
a loving father to reconcile a prodigal to his estranged community. Here is Jesus
restoring honor to societal outcasts and, by extension, to Gentiles (in Luke’s fashion) in
the community of faith.
O f all the emblems bestowed upon the prodigal by his father, none gave the
prodigal greater honor in the eyes o f the community than the banquet. By hosting the
feast, the father truly honors his son. This banquet was a celebration o f the life o f a son
who had been “dead” (malnourished), and now was alive. €vxt>pauvco is used four times in
1Scott perceives that the killing o f the calf and the feast alludes to the theme of
nourishment. The starving son had been malnourished, now he would be well fed.
Starving and feasting stand side by side to effect the restoration theme. The vocabulary
o f dead/alive and lost/found is convenient for the support o f this theme. In famine the
son faced death and in separation from his family he was lost. See Scott, H ear Then the
Parable, 118.
M arshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 611. Cf. 1 Sam 28:24-25; Gen 18:7-8. This
reveals the expectation o f a waiting father for a returning son.
3Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130.
4Bailey conjectures that the m eat could feed over one hundred guests, enough for
the marriage o f the elder son, or the visit o f the governor o f the province. See Bailey,
Poet and Peasant, 187. Contra Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130. Jeremias estimates
that the meat was enough for the immediate family and the servants.
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the narrative (vss. 23, 24, 29, 32) to heighten the joy motif.1 The dead/alive and
lost/found motifs bring the first half o f the parable to a rounded closure. The lost and
found m otif suggests linkages to the preceding parables o f Lost Sheep and Lost Coin.
25 THu 5e o uloc; autou o rrpeaPurepoc; kv aypar Kal coc; epxopevoc; r\yy\.aev rrj o l k u x ,
fjKouagv aumJjGoiaat; Kal xop^1'. 26 Kal TrpoaKaXcad^evoc; eva ~<2>v rraLScoi/ euwGaveto
t l a v 6lti raOta. 27 o 5e eirrev aurcS on. 'O aSeA^oc; aou rjKei, Kal eGuaev o TTarrp aou
t o v poaxov xov aureuxov, o n uyiauvovra auxov aireAaPev.
N o w his older son was in the field, an d as h e cam e and drew n ear to the house, he
heard m usic and dancing, and w hen h e h ad sum m oned one o f th e young boys he
began to question w hat m ig h t these things be? A n d h e said to him : “Y our brother
has come, and your father slaughtered th e fattened calf, because h e has received him
back in g o o d health.”
Vs. 25 begins the second half o f the parable. The explicit reference to the elder
brother alludes to a folklore tradition o f elder/younger brothers in antiquity .2 Nolland
rightly posits that kv dypto is quasi-adverbial and is best rendered “in the field.”3 This
phrase implies that the older son is hardworking and loyal. Jesus is here hinting at similar
lCf. the joy m otif in the parables o f the Lost Sheep and Lost Coin in vss. 6 and 9.
See also vss. 7 and 10.
2See a midrash on Ps 9: "R. Berechiah said in the name o f R. Jonathan:. . . the
verse means therefore that God has set love o f little children in their father’s hearts. For
example, there was a king who had two sons, one grown up, the other a litde one. The
grown-up one was scrubbed clean, and the little one was covered with dirt, but the king
loved the little one more than he loved the grown-up one." Braude, 1:131. Cf. stories in
the Old Testament where the younger son was the favorite: Cain and Abel, Ishmael and
Isaac, Esau and Jacob, Joseph and later Benjamin. See also Mai 1:2-3; Gal 4:22-31. At
the Seder meal the youngest asks the question o f the mighty acts God did for Israel.
3Nolland, 786.
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traits exercised by the Jewish leaders. The family depicted in this story is well-to-do,1
thus, the older son may be in the field in some supervisory capacity. It is rather strange
that no one informs him o f this celebration and he must find out for himself.2
The translations o f ocmtKoviac Kal xopcSv are many and varied.3 aun^Qvia;; could
mean “(the sound of) music (loud singing and clapping),”4 “band or orchestra,”5 or “a
wind instrument” such as a double flute,6 or double pipe.7 x°P“ v may mean dancing
(with choral singing)8 by the men.9 One thing is clear: a loud, boisterous, joyous
celebration was in progress when the elder brother drew near the house, eva

t c jv

t o l S c jv

is best translated “one o f the young boys.” Two evidences support this, according to
‘Peter Jones assumes that the father was a rural aristocrat with a herd from which
to choose a fat calf and several servants. See Peter Rhea Jones, Studying the Parables o f
Jesus (Macon, GA: Smyth and Helwys, 1999), 234.
2Marshall speculates whether he was on speaking terms with his father or might
have been a workaholic. Marshall, The Gospel o f Luke, 611. In any case, when
interpreting the parables one must always be cautious about stretching the imagination
too far to find explanations for missing links in the narrative, because events in the story
sometimes go contrary to the reader’s expectations o f events in common life.
3Bailey mentions the varied explanations for the phrase in Poet and Peasant, 192.
4Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130.
5Otto Betz, "otyuJjcjvLa," TDNT, 9:306; Marshall, The G ospel o f Luke, 611.
6Otto Betz, 9:306; cf. Dan 3:5.
7George F. Moore, "oup^covta: Not a Bagpipe," Journal o f Biblical Literature 24
(1905): 166-175.
H olland, 786.
9Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 130; see also Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "xopoc."

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

369

Bailey: the older brother calls him from a group o f children, perhaps playing outside the
house while the servants are busy with the banquet inside the house; and the young boy
calls the father, “your father.” A servant would rather say: “M y m aste r. . . ”l
28

GopYio0T| 6e icai o u k fjGeXev

€LoeA.0€uv,

o 5 e i r a r n p a u r o u €£eA.0cov

irapgKaXeL ccvzov.

B u t he became angry and was n o t w illing to go in, b u t his father w e n t o u t and kept
o n beseeching him.
copyio0Ti

is an ingressive aorist, and

ri0eA.ev

is a desiderative imperfect. He

became so angry that he would have nothing to do with the party. The subsequent verses
would show that he regards his father’s actions as “a sign o f favoritism, especially in the
light of his own faithfulness.”2 Banquet custom necessitated the elder brother’s presence,
acting as joint-host with his father.3 To abstain from this position and to refuse to
participate in the banquet brought public shame and dishonor to the father. The repeated
entreaty o f the father, seen in the use o f iterative imperfect (rrapcicdAei), shows the father’s
great desire to have the elder brother included in the banquet. Here is Jesus reaching out
to the hard-hearted Jewish leadership. The door to the banquet was still open.
o 5e d n o K p iG e lc eiTrev tc5 -rraxpi autou, ’I8ou to o au ta e r n SouXeuoj o o l ical o u 6 € tto t€
kv~okT\v aou irapfjA.9ov, ical epoi ouSetrore eScutcac; epufioi/ iva pera tcov 4>lA.cov pou

29

lSee a detailed discussion in Bailey, Poet andPeasanl, 193-194.
2Bock, 1316.
3Ibid., 195.
4P7S and B read ept^iov. Either term means a young male goat, but the latter (a
diminutive of the former) emphasizes how small the gift would be. The former has the
weightier evidence, and the latter is considered an interpolation by a scribe to make a
subtle interpretative point. See Bauer, BAGD, s.v. “€pi4>o<;,” and “epLc^Lov.” D renders
epi.(|>ov ££ a
lyoiv.
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eutfjpavGco- 3 0 o x e 5 e o u lo q a o u outoc; o
€0 u oaq a u 'c o zbv oizevzov \iocrxpv.

Ka.zct$ay<±)v a o u ~ov Puou ( le r a iropvtiv qA.0ev,

B u t he answered and said to his father, “Look, so m an y years I have been slaving fo r
y o u and I never disregarded y o u r com m and, and you never gave a kid to me, so th at
I m ig h t be m erry w ith m y friends. B u t w hen your son, th e o ne w ho devoured your
livelihood w ith w hores, cam e, you slaughtered the fattened calf fo r him .”
These verses tell us something about the thinking o f the elder brother towards his
father: he claims that in reality he is the long-standing faithful child and the father does
not recognize that. He thinks that his father is ungrateful for all the obedience he has
shown; and he judges that his father is partial in his treatment o f the younger brother.
The older son’s repugnant attitude is revealed in the following: He does not address his
father as “Father” as the younger son does in vss. 12, 18, and 21. He more or less
exhibits the attitude o f a slave, not a son, with the use o f the expression, toaau-a Irq
SouXeuco

aoi. He boasts that he scrupulously keeps his father’s commands, yet he

publicly insults him by violating the fifth commandment. The word 4vtoA.ii probably
makes ironic reference to the “commandment-keeping” Pharisees and scribes.1 The older
son accuses his father of paternal favoritism by drawing attention to the fact that the
rebellious brother gets a calf and he never got as much as a kid.2
These verses also tell us something about his attitude to his brother: He prefers to
‘ouSeTOte €vtoA.t|v aou rrapfiXOoi' is nearly identical to Deut 26:13 in the LXX (ou
kvxokr\v aou). The context here requires &rcokr\v translated as
commandment.
Trccpf|X0ov t V

2In New Testament times, a kid was worth about one-tenth as much as a cow. A
goat was worth two-thirds o f a shekel; a cow, ten shekels. See Edwin Firmage,
"Zoology," The Anchor Bible D ictionary (New York. Doubleday, 1992), 1119-1120.
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have a feast with his friends, rather than with his own brother. He casts aspersion at the
younger brother, alleging that he led a promiscuous life with his father’s subsistence
(P lo q ),1

without finding out the details o f the matter. His disparaging use of the

expression o

u lo c a o u o u to c ;

implies that he no longer counted the younger son as his

brother.
31 o 5e 6 l t t 6 v autco, Tocvov, ai) travn:oT6 p et’ cpou €i, ical iravta t a €pa ad koziv 32
euctjpavOfjvai 5e Kal xapfivai. ISci, on. o d6eA<t>bc aou o u t o c ueKpot; f\u K a l iCnaev, K a l
arro X c u A c jc K a l g u p e Q ii.

B u t (he) the father said to him , “Child, you are always w ith me, and all m y things
are yours; b u t it was necessary to be m erry and rejoice, because your brother, this
one was dead and has begun to live, and had been lost and was found."
After such a tirade o f words against the father, one would normally expect the
father to retort with fury. Rather, the father responds with tender love and patient
understanding. The use o f t c k v o v confirms the affection the father has for this son.2 The
father’s response using irai/tott, which stands in contrast to

ouSctotc in

vs. 29, assures the

son that all the father’s possessions are still his. By this, the father seeks to clear up the
son’s doubt that he is in any way unfair. ddcAcjxic aou outoc vexpoc appears to be a
deliberate play on the older son’s words in vs. 30 inviting gentle emphasis on “brother.”3
lThe word pioc means “life,” “manner of life,” or “means of subsistence,” as
opposed to ouola used in vss. 11 and 13 to mean "property." See Nolland, 782, 787.
2See G. Braumann, "Child," The New International Dictionary o f the New
Testament Theology, 1:286; Bauer, BAGD, s.v. "tacvov." Cf. Matt 18:25; 21:28; 27:25;
Luke 23:28; Acts 2:39; 7:5; 13:33; 21:5.
3See Tom Corlett, "This Brother of Yours," Expository Times 100 (1989): 216.
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In other words, “he is not just my son; he is your brother.” 1 With this, the father renews
his appeal for the brother to join the banquet celebration. The imperfect e5et. reaches
from the past to the present joy; it necessitates joy.2 W ith this, Jesus is reaching out to the
hearers, especially the Pharisees and scribes, inviting them to the end-time banquet, and
to “the proleptic celebration of the kingdom o f God.”3 The elder brother’s response is
open-ended. The question to Jesus’ hearers is “what is your decision now?”

Summary Statement o f What the Parable Meant
The parable is highly polyvalent. It makes several points about attitudes. They
fall under five headings, describing contrasting attitudes displayed by God, sinners
(outcasts), and the professed righteous (the outwardly pious). I find these attitudes to be:
(1) The attitude of sinners toward God: sinners have deserted God and are called to
repent; (2) The attitude of God toward sinners: God receives them with joy; (3) The
attitude of the professed righteous toward sinners: a harsh and censorious attitude which
is not befitting that o f the pious; (4) The attitude o f the professed righteous toward God:
an ungenerous estimate o f God that is not accurate; (5) The attitude o f God toward the
professed righteous: God reaches out to them with forgiving love.
God’s attitude stands out among all the attitudes. The father (representing God) is
the main focus in the two parts and ties the parable into a unitary whole. He has the last
lBock, 1319.
2Lenski, The Interpretation o f St. L uke's Gospel, 822.
3Em st Fuchs, D as urchristliche Sakramentsverstandnis Vorlesungen (Bad
Cannstatt: Mullerschon, 1965), 24, 38. Cf. Linneman, 80; Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 204.
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word in each incident (vss. 22-24 in the first, and vss. 31-32 in the last). The first part o f
the parable tells o f God’s love and patience towards sinners and the joy with which he
receives sinners. The second part shows God’s utmost patience and love to the professed
righteous ones who cherish a censorious attitude toward sinners.
The banquet aspect o f the parable subtly calls for a decision in view of the
imminent eschatological judgment. Each must decide how he or she will respond to the
love and call o f God to enter the eschatological banquet. The decision one makes
determines the conclusion o f the parable. In the first part, God invites the Gentiles and
outcasts o f society at his banquet table (this was a reversal o f normal human
expectations). In the second part, God pleads with the Jewish leaders to join in the
celebration o f banquet fellowship.

Type-Scene Analysis
L iterary Structure
The surface structure o f the parable reveals two parallel parts, distinct from each
other.1 The first part deals with the younger son (12-24), and the second part deals with
the elder brother (25-32). The opening verse (11) functions as an overarching
introduction for the two halves o f the parable. It introduces the three characters in the
lFor a detailed structure, showing patterns o f inverted parallelisms, see Bailey,
P oet and Peasant, 159-161 for the first part; 190-191 for the second part; and 204-205,
for a comparison o f the two parts. Scott looks at the paratactic and participle/finite verb
patterns o f the two acts in the parable. See Scott, H ear Then the Parable, 106-108.
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story. In each part o f the parable the son’s actions are followed by the father’s actions.1
The actual banquet scene appears between vss. 22-28: the last three verses of the first
part, and the first four verses o f the second part. The banquet scene provides the setting
for the transition o f act 1 in the parable to act 2. It unites the two parts into a smooth
narrative flow.

Plot
As in the other banquet parables in Luke’s Gospel, the parable o f the Prodigal Son
functions as another kernel in Luke’s Travel Narrative. The plot o f the parable revolves
around its two major episodes. It is an example of a parallel-plot type o f parable with
one scene (the younger son and the father) standing in relation with the second scene (the
elder son and the father). This plot encourages a comparison o f the two episodes. This is
clearly seen in Tolbert’s analysis o f the parable in terms o f alternation o f narrated
^ o m e commentators support a three-part structure. Funk’s structure is based
upon a tri-episodic pattern: (1) fall, return o f the younger son (crisis); (2) father’s
reception (response); and (3) older son’s reception (response). See Robert Funk,
"Structure in the Narrative Parables of Jesus," 63. Blomberg’s structure revolves around
the three main characters: (1) the younger son’s departure and return (vss. 1l-20a), (2) the
father’s welcome (20b-24), and (3) the older son’s reaction (25-32). See Blomberg,
Interpreting the Parables, 174. Cf. Cadoux, 123. Hultgren’s threefold structure displays
the following: (1) the departure o f the younger son from his father to a far country where
he is wasteful and eventually in want (11-19), (2) the homecoming o f the son and his
welcome by the father (20-24), and (3) the episode between the father and the older
brother (25-32). See Hultgren, 73; cf. Donahue, The G ospel in Parable, 152.
The main weakness o f a three-part structure is that it is slow to recognize the
unitary role the father plays in the entire narrative structure. The emphasis gravitates to
the younger son as the m ain character, and not the father.
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discourse and direct discourse.1
The parable abounds in surprises. A number o f role reversals break normal
expectations. The audience probably expects the elder brother to mediate for or even
scold his impetuous little brother. Instead, he acts as a greedy hypocrite. One expects the
son to die of starvation rather than shamefully return home. Upon the son’s return, the
audience would expect the father to scathingly scold him for the abuse, dishonor, and
heartache he has caused. The plot o f the story is a lively drama of polar reversals that
captivates the listeners and propels them to embrace the unconditional love o f God.
The plot is modeled after the Guests and Host Response type-scene but with
several major variations. A significant variation is seen in the reversal o f the normal
sequence rejection/acceptance of two groups of invited people. Within the parable is a
subtle and nuanced narrative o f God’s response to Jews and Gentiles, different from
others found in the Gospels. In Luke’s previous banquet parables the acceptance o f the
outcasts and Gentiles typically followed the rejection of the Jewish leaders. However, in
this instance, the dealings with the groups are reversed. Jesus offers acceptance to the
outcasts and Gentiles first, followed by an offer to accept the self-righteous Jewish
leaders next. On this acceptance offer Scott raises an interesting point. He surmises that
i f the Pharisees are rejected at the primary level of the narrative, and at the intermediate
level of the narrative the elder brother is identified with the Pharisees, there is an implied
rejection of the elder brother, though in the narrative itself there is no rejection o f the
Colbert, Perspectives on the Parables, 98. More elaboration is made on this in
the following section on Characterization.
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elder brother.1 If this is the case, it is a situation o f acceptance/rejection
(inclusion/exclusion) o f the two groups represented in the persons o f the younger brother
and elder brother respectively. The inclusion o f the younger brother is explicit and the
exclusion o f the elder brother is implied.
The parable is also a character-oriented plot, in which the actions o f the characters
determine the movement in the plot. The hero in the narrative is the father. His younger
son returns home. He summons his servants to put things in place for a banquet
(preparation). He hosts the banquet in celebration o f the once-lost son. No selective
invitation is mentioned. The son’s sudden return precludes any prior invitation. No
doubt, the community members and the servants o f the entire household were welcomed
to the banquet on short notice. There is no reason to doubt that the occasion called for an
open invitation. No notification was required in this case. Presumably, the community
guests came and the banquet proceeded with full pomp. Naturally, the younger son held
the high honor o f being chief guest.
The elder brother returns from his hard day’s work on the farm. His surprise at a
banquet celebration without prior notice parallels the surprise o f his younger brother. It
was a surprise for him as well as the younger brother. The narrator has had the elder
brother out o f the picture until now, so that the reconciliation could take place with the
younger brother, his father, and his community (law of single perspective, in which the
'Scott sees Luke 15 operating from three interrelated levels: the first or primary
level has its purpose in the vindication of Jesus’ association with sinners, the third level
are the three parables having their own separate characters and plots; and the second or
intermediate level, in which the primary level intertwines w ith the third level stories, to
make a completed narrative unit. Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 101-103.
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reader is not allowed to watch more than one perspective at a time). Also, it is typical o f
parables that an economy o f not more than two characters must interface at any specific
time (law o f stage duality). If other characters are present, they function only as agents
and are placed in the background.
The narrator would have the elder brother discover in a series o f steps what
transpired while he was absent. A t first, the elder brother acts suspicious. The narrator
has the servant repeat the cause for the event. This helps the reader to appreciate the
necessity for the occasion from a different point o f view. This also brings out the anger
and true nature of the elder brother. The elder brother not only arrives late for the
banquet, but blatantly refuses to jo in in the celebration (guests’ reaction). He becomes
furious. Here is a reversal o f roles in the banquet type-scene.
The typical reaction o f the host to a repulsive guest in the Guests’ and Host
Response type-scene was to send the servants to find a replacement. A guest with such
an attitude requires zero tolerance for such disrespect to the host, especially when the host
is his father. However, the father, in this instance, entreats the stubborn guest. This is a
significant variation of the type-scene. It would have been an unexpected shock to the
hearers to hear that the host earnestly begs the protesting guest to jo in in the feast.
Subtly underlying the banquet imagery is the eschatological judgment. The warm
invitation to the elder brother in the parable mellows the eschatological judgment motif,
making the eschatological banquet available not only to "sinners" but also to the
"righteous." The door to the father’s banquet stood open for both sons. The narrator
does not indicate that the elder brother entered the banquet. The parable’s ending leaves
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the hearer without an ending,1 demonstrative o f the parable’s high art.2 The question
arises: What did the elder brother do? Did he go in? Rather the question should be,
What should he do? In the light o f the previous banquet parables where the Jewish
leaders are excluded from the banquet by their own refusal to attend, one can safely
assume that the rejection theme is implied. This assumption is based upon the elder
brother’s own persistent revolting behavior.

Characterization
This story has been commonly called the parable o f the Prodigal Son. As a result
o f this title, the tendency has been to place the emphasis on the younger brother.3 Some
scholars have reacted to this tendency, and claim that the greater emphasis is to be placed
on the elder brother.4 However, m ost scholars today see the dram atis persona as the
lScott, H ear Then the Parable, 122.
2Geraint Jones, 169.
3In the French tradition it is called Le fils prodigue. In the German tradition it is
known as the parable o f the Der verlorene Sohn. Cf. Kahlefeld, 91.
4Federick W. Danker, Jesus a n d the New Age: A Commentary on St. L u ke’s
Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 275. He titles this as the parable o f The Reluctant
Brother. Talbert labels it the Response of Elder Brothers, resulting in the main point
being the need to rejoice in the salvation of others. Talbert, Reading Luke, 147.
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father, generating such titles as the parable o f "the Waiting Father,"1 "the Loving Father"2
"the Father’s Love,"3 and "the Gracious Father."4
There are three protagonists in the narrative. Blomberg describes the parable as a
monarchic parable: a triadic structure in which the authority figure, usually a king, father,
or master, typically acts as a judge between the two subordinates, who in turn exhibit
contrasting behavior.5 Each plays a significant role in the drama. O f the three, the father
gives most shape to the narrative; he is mentioned twelve times in the story. Since the
father’s actions serve as a unifying ingredient o f the two divisions o f the narrative, the
main character m ust be the father, whose extraordinary love and patience are
demonstrated for both sons.6 This is a parable o f a father’s forgiving love for his two lost
sons.7 Hence, the parable is best titled: The Father o f the Two Lost Sons.®
lHelmut Thielicke, The Waiting Father: Sermons on the Parables o f Jesus (New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1959); Hunter, The Parables Then a nd Now, 59; Hillyer
Hawthorne Straton, A Guide to the Parables o f Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959),
75.
2Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 128; Schweizer, The G ood News according to
Luke, 247-248; Fitzmyer, 2:1084.
3Geraint Jones, 172.
4Stein, Introduction to the Parables, 115.
5Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 171.
6Cf. Funk, Parables and Presence, 29-54; Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables,
173.
7Cf. Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 128; John C. Purdy, Parable at Work
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 63.
®Cf. Young, The Parables, 130.
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Characterization is dramatic in this parable. As with many o f Jesus’ parables, the
narrator o f this one gives few clues with regard to the motivation o f the characters. This
determination is left to the reader to decipher by the words and actions o f the characters.
In the first half o f the parable the focus is on the younger son; the second half tells o f the
older son. The two halves o f the parable invite a comparison o f the traits o f the two
brothers and their relationships with their father (cf. the parable o f the Two Sons, Matt
21:28-32). The father’s actions are revealed in the two parts, inviting a comparison o f the
traits o f the father and the two sons, especially the older son, and his relationship with
them.
The sons reveal their relationships with their father most vividly in their direct
speeches: the younger, especially in his soliloquy;1the elder brother, especially in his
dialogue with the young boy. Tolbert’s findings in her comparison o f these two
characters in the parallel plot are interesting. Her study on the alternating use o f the
narrator’s discourse (ND) and direct discourse (DD) reveals ten units: the first two setting
the stage for the action, and the rest dividing into parallel sections o f four units. The
study shows the following:
1. ND: Introduction (Luke 15:11)
2. DD: Younger son’s request that divides the family (12a)
3. ND:
DD:
ND:
DD:

Younger son’s journey away (12b-16)
Younger son’s decision to return (17-19)
Father’s reception o f younger son (20)
Younger son’s confession and father’s response (21-24a)

‘Cf. Exod 10:16; 1 Kgs 8:47; Prov 29:3; Hos 2:7.
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ND: Elder son’s return home (24b-26)
DD: Servant’s explanation (27)
ND: Father’s reception o f elder son (28)
DD: Elder son’s accusation and father’s response (29-32)1
As evidenced in this study the father’s response to the two sons is the crowning
act o f the two sections. The younger son comes to himself, then comes to his father, his
father goes out to him, while the elder brother comes to the house, but refuses to join the
celebration, and his father goes out to him too.
The father’s response and actions are extreme. The narrator portrays him seeing
the younger son at a distance, which means that he m ust go out to meet him running. The
father’s generous reception o f the younger son with kisses and embraces, his order to
fetch a robe, ring, and shoes, and the hosting o f a feast with a fatted calf demonstrate his
"extravagance." Here is God’s love reaching out to sinners-outcasts and Gentiles. The
eschatological banquet door is held wide open for them. They are invited to join in table
fellowship with Jesus.
The elder son does not come from the field until the feast is already underway.
This allows for his protest to be revealed in his refusal to join in the feast. He is
suspicious, so he asks for an explanation instead o f joining the celebration. The young
m an’s repetition o f the father’s actions in vs. 27 confirms the father’s relationship with
the younger brother. Through this repetition and change in perspective, the narrator
shrewdly makes preparation for the son’s rejection o f the father’s entreaty. The narrator
also allows the reader to appreciate the action o f the father from a different point of view.
Colbert, Perspectives on the Parables, 98.
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The story to this point has been narrated from the father’s point o f view. Previously, the
other two characters in the narrative are described as sons (vss. 11, 12, 13, 19, 21, 24, 25).
For the first time in the narrative, the reader sees a son as a brother. This is expedient for
the elder brother to challenge the father for his partial treatment o f the younger brother.
The father’s generosity is demonstrated in his gesture o f going out to meet the
elder son. In fact, he has gone out to meet the two sons. This is not typical o f the
banquet type-scene in which the servants go out to invite or to welcome the guests. The
narrator took care to show the father’s affection for the elder brother just as for his
runaway son. As elder brother, the older son compares himself with his younger brother,
and in so doing, he also compares his views with those o f his father’s. From his
perspective, the younger brother is a prodigal while he has been as a faithful slave in all
o f his father’s commands. However, from the father’s point o f view the prodigal was
dead and had come back to life; he was lost and had been found. At this point, the story
requires the listener to choose between the older son and the father. It forces the reader to
reject the attitude of the older son and accept that o f the father. In the historical context
of the story the listener was forced to choose either the attitude o f Jesus’ critics or Jesus
in dealing with erring fellowmen. In this way, the parable deals with the right and wrong
attitude towards God.1
The father is a veiled reference to God. His actions are surprising and, as such,
they cut through the ordinary way o f looking at things and point to God’s ways. He is
•Charles Smith, 80.
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portrayed in terms o f love and paternal indulgence.1 The father’s patience is a gentle
rebuke to the elder son, who represents the censorious scribes and Pharisees. Here we
see God’s attitude to those who refuse to enter the banquet. He patiently entreats them
and yearns for them to enjoy the sumptuous menu he has prepared.
In response to the angry accusations o f the Pharisees and scribes, Jesus teaches
that true religion is not the separation o f "sinners" from table fellowship, but separation
from anything that inhibits a "full commitment to the G od who is drawing near (cf.
14:25-33). It is not a status to be possessed and hedged around for self-protection, but a
relationship to be celebrated and shared."2 Jesus introduces a new economy of
eschatological reverberations-a reordering o f priorities. There is to be no separation from
the rich and poor, the lowly and the mighty . The coming o f Jesus inaugurates the tim e of
eschatological salvation when God offers his mercy to all, both prince and pauper. God
loves both, Jew and Gentile, equally and refuses to choose between them, confirming
each in turn as his son.3

Them e
A number o f obvious themes and interests are developed in this parable: wasting
wealth versus storing it up, repentance and returning to God, the lost and found,
‘Wilfrid J. Harrington, Parables Told by Jesus (New York: Alba House, 1971),
131-132.
2Stephen Barton, 203.
3Scott, Jesus Symbol-Mdkerfo r the Kingdom, 56.
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compassion for the most wretched, broken family relationships,1the wideness o f God’s
mercy,2 God’s dealing with sinners,3 God’s attitude towards sinners,4 the extravagant
goodness o f God to sinners in his kingdom,5 rejoicing in the salvation o f others,6 and the
divine joy which accompanies human repentance and homecoming.7 The lists can
proliferate. Described in a single word, these themes speak o f "grace" o r "acceptance."
In the first half o f the parable God’s grace is extravagant. In the second half, the
extravagant grace o f God is contrasted with the joyless and unforgiving spirit o f the selfrighteous. God’s grace takes in the entire spectrum from the most irreligious sinner to the
most hard-hearted, miserable-spirited, outwardly pious saint.
The actual banquet scenario portrays an inclusion/exclusion theme, atypical of
Luke’s exclusion/inclusion sequence. The inclusion aspect is explicit, while the
exclusion aspect is implied. Several banquet motifs support this theme. The reversal
m otif occurs where the sinner and outcast are honored, while the professed saint’s
faithfulness is rewarded according to his or her response. The robe, ring, and shoes
^ o u n g , The Parables, 130.
h u n te r, The Parable Then and Now, 52.
3Wilfrid Harrington, Parables Told by Jesus, 132.
“Pentecost, 100.
sHunter, The Parables Then a n d Now, 52.
6Talbert, Reading Luke, 151.
7J. Bradley Chance, "Luke 15: Seeking Outsiders," Review and Expositor 94
(1997): 253.
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motifs imply honor and authority for the accepted one and add color to the banquet
setting. The veal on the menu indicates great rejoicing and high honor for the one who
accepts the invitation.
The refusal and squabble o f the elder brother with the father anticipate the
narrator’s silence o f his subsequent response to the father’s persistent invitation. What
his response would be is left to the implied reader to decide. The exclusion dimension
would be enacted only after the implied reader judges what the elder brother would do.
In this parable exclusion lurks where inclusion is proclaimed.

Summary
The diachronic critical analysis and the narratorial analysis o f the banquet section
o f the parable shared similar results. They reveal that the parable contrasts different
attitudes toward the kingdom. They are God’s attitude towards guests at his banquet
table and two kinds o f responses from sinners to the eschatological invitation. Both
analyses revealed the preeminence of God’s attitude towards sinners over the sinners’
responses to him. However, in the narratorial analysis, the literary skill with which the
composer o f the parable establishes God’s precedence is more outstanding.
The boundless love o f God is demonstrated to both kinds o f listeners: the sinner,
outcast, or Gentile, and the super-religious, the Jewish leader, or outwardly pious saint.
God invites all to his banquet table. In the final analysis, all depends on a decision to
accept the invitation to the eschatological banquet o f God or to reject it. One’s decision
determines whether one is included or excluded at the banquet table. Once more, the
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theme o f inclusion/exclusion is highlighted in both approaches.

The Banquet Type-Scene within the Context of the Gospel Narratives
In the last section, the parables were analyzed looking at how the banquet typescene functioned in each parable separately. This section shows how the banquet typescene functions in the parables in their larger contexts in the narratives o f the Synoptic
Gospels. This gives the reader a greater perspective and appreciation on how the Gospel
writers used the type-scene convention in effective ways to create meaning and beauty.

Matthean Context
The contexts for the banquet parables o f Jesus in the Gospel o f Matthew are
basically the same. In Matthew’s plot, there is a lack o f response among the Jews. The
Jewish leaders repeatedly challenge the authority o f Jesus. Finally, the Jews, especially
the leaders, reject the messiahship o f Jesus. God, in turn, rejects them, and accepts the
Gentiles into banquet fellowship. Two parables leading up to the parables of the Great
Supper and the Wedding Garment foster Matthew’s plot o f judgment.1 The banquet
parables serve as kernels in Matthew’s ongoing plot. Each type-scene in the parables
helps to bring about the movement in Matthew’s plot to effect the judgment theme.
The parables o f the Great Supper and the W edding Garment create a situation o f a
clustered banquet type-scene.2 Here we find a narrative frequency of the type-scene
‘The Two Sons, M att 21:28-32; the Wicked Tenants, 21:33-44. See also the
subsection, "Literary Context" in the parable of the Great Supper, above.
2See pp. 92, 98, above.
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twice, in two narratives that share the common theme o f inclusion/exclusion. The
banquet type-scene (the Guests and Host Response) in the parable o f Great Supper shows
God’s rejection (exclusion) o f the Jewish nation (the first group o f invitees to the
eschatological banquet) and his open invitation (inclusion) to the Gentiles. There is also
a lack o f preparedness among believers in Matthew’s church (the second group o f
invitees) concerning theparousia. The banquet type-scene (the W ise and Foolish
Invitees) o f the Wedding Garment, which follows the parable o f Great Supper, elaborates
further on the exclusion theme, at the same time emphasizing the necessity for readiness
for the coming judgment.
The singulative type-scene (the Wise and Foolish Invitees) o f the parable o f the
Ten Virgins in chap. 25 continues to address the question o f who would be included or
excluded in the judgment and readiness for the parousia. The inclusion/exclusion and
readiness themes are also seen in M atthew’s Eschatological Discourse, and especially, in
the parables o f the Householder and the Thief (Matt 24:43), the W ise and Foolish Servant
(24:45-51), and the Talents (25:14-30). The parable of the Ten Virgins is the final
pericope that emphasizes the need for preparation for the Last Judgment.
The three Matthean parables under study portray a wedding banquet. Their
effectiveness is seen in the narrator’s ability to use the banquet type-scene in varied ways
to teach lessons about preparedness for the kingdom. They address the question o f who
would be included in the kingdom and who would be excluded.
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Lucan Context
The arrangement o f the banquet parables in the Gospel o f Luke is purposive.
These parables are situated in the Travel Narrative, in which Jesus is heading to
Jerusalem. On his journey he is in constant conflict with Jewish leaders.1 They
continually reject his ministry and his teaching, while the outcasts warmly receive him
The leaders will finally reject and crucify him in Jerusalem (cf. Luke 13:33). In Luke’s
narrative, the narrator links a number o f units in a way to reciprocate this rejection by
highlighting Jesus’ rejection o f the Jewish nation, especially the Jewish leaders, and his
acceptance o f the Gentiles and other outcasts. Luke uses the banquet parables to
demonstrate the radical reversal o f fortunes in the final Judgment. The workings o f the
banquet type-scene in the banquet parables of Luke help to reveal this polar reversal: The
Jewish leaders or the unrepentant will be excluded and the Gentiles or the faithful will be
included.
The parable o f the Narrow Door (Luke 13:22-30) betrays a singulative banquet
type-scene that anticipates the parables in Luke 14. In fact, it functions as an introduction
to the banquets in chap. 14.2 First, the anonymous question (vs. 23) that provoked the
parable is analogous to the anonymous macarism that provoked the parable o f the Great
Supper in 14:15. The repetition o f the pronoun rig in these two verses suggests a verbal
^ e e Luke 5:30; 7:30; 11:53-54; 13:14; 15:2. For further study on Jesus/Jewish
leaders’ conflict, see John T. Carroll, "Luke’s Portrayal o f the Pharisees," C atholic
B iblical Q uarterly 50 (1988): 604-621.
2Snodgrass, "Common Life with Jesus," 187.
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correspondence.1 Second, Jesus’ warning about the first being last and last being first
(13:30) contemplates Jesus’ admonition in the parable o f Places at a Feast that a banquet
guest should not occupy the place o f honor (first place), but go to the last place (14:8-10).
Here, we see the use of TrpcZ>to<; and eaxaxoc; as verbal links in the two parables. Third,
the banquet type-scene in the parable in a way foreshadows the type-scenes o f the
banquet parables in chap. 14, being a composite of the three subtype-scenes that make up
the banquet type-scene. Fourth, the type-scene of this parable is the first of the banquet
parables in the Travel Narrative to support an exclusion/inclusion theme. When
interpreted in the larger context of the journey section o f Luke, this parable prepares the
reader for a more involved discussion o f the reversal m otif and the theme of
exclus ion/inclusion.
There is a deliberate interplay o f banquet scenes in the overall plot of Luke 14:124. The banquet scene functions at three levels. First, an actual banquet is the setting for
Jesus’ discourses (14:1). Second, in the actual banquet, Jesus renders two parables about
banquet etiquette (14:7-14). Third, in the actual banquet, three parables use the banquet
metaphor to teach about the eschatological kingdom (14:7-24).2
The narrator’s use o f a clustered banquet type-scene adds to the richness o f the
narrative, bringing beauty and meaning to Scripture. Words that serve to link the various
^ u s s n e r maintains that the response o f such anonymous queries was analogous
to the preaching style echoed in 4 E sra 8:1, 2. He goes so far as to say that the structure
o f the parable o f the Great Supper is influenced by the formulation o f the parable o f the
Narrow Door. See Mussner, 140-141.
2Cf. TannehiU, Luke, 228-229.
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units are "to eat bread" (14:1, 15), "wedding feast" and "dinner" (14:8, 12, 16), and "to
invite" (14: 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 16, 17, 24).1 kccA-cgS, in all its morphological forms, is used
nine times, and seems to be the key word that binds the whole section together.
Funk recognizes that Jesus addresses those present at the banquet in the following
order: the lawyers and Pharisees (vs. 3), the invited guests (vs. 7), the host (vs. 12), and,
lastly, a guest reclining at the table (vs. 15).2 Noel sees in this ordering an intentional
design in which the function o f vss. 1, 3, 7, 12, and 15 is to connect one small scene to
another in the narrative.3 Each verse in this string o f verses serves as a bridge to connect
each banquet type-scene into a unitary whole.
Unitary links are formed in strategic ways by the narrator. Vss. 1 and 3 provide
the setting for the entire narrative o f Luke 14:1-24. The time is the Sabbath, the occasion
is a dinner, the host is a leading Pharisee, the invited guests are lawyers and Pharisees
(members o f the Sanhedrin) and Jesus, and the immediate situation is that "they were
watching him."4 The guests were closely watching Jesus to see whether he would heal
the man o f dropsy on the Sabbath. In a polar reversal in vs. 7, the narrator describes
lFunk, Language, H erm eneutic, a nd the Word o f God, 172.
2Ibid.
3Noel, "The Parable o f the Wedding Guest," 19.
4Literally, "they were standing by the side and watching him" or "watching
carefully as though trying to trap Jesus without him knowing it," from traparnpeoo. See
Rogers and Rogers, 145.
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Jesus as watching1them as they chose the places o f honor at the banquet table.
In vs. 7 Jesus addresses the invited guests, "when he noticed how they were
choosing for themselves the places o f honor." His parable of Places at a Feast (vss. 8-11)
brought to focus a startling rebuke to the Jewish leaders. Not only did he correct their
unbefitting demeanor, but shocked his audience by articulating advice that went contrary
to their expectation with regard to banquet procedure. Against the background o f the
Eminence o f Guests type-scene, he shrewdly varied the convention to teach a lesson on
humility versus self-seeking, and the reversal o f places in the eschaton that put the leaders
last and those they rejected first.
The parable o f Places at a Feast prepares the way for the next parable, the Choice
o f Guests (vss. 12-14). Jesus now turns to the one who invited him to the banquet and
offers advice on inviting guests. O f course the advice was meant also for the guests (the
Jewish leaders) present who at som e point would act also as hosts. Using the Guests and
Host Response type-scene as his framework, Jesus veers from the conventional mode o f
thinking o f that time by recommending that selective invitations must first be given to the
outcasts o f society. The mention o f the outcasts (the poor, the crippled, the lame and the
blind) anticipates the repeated m ention o f them (vs. 21) in the upcoming parable o f the
Great Supper.2 Here is a clear indication o f Jesus’ interest in the outcasts, who will make
‘The word used is eirexu meaning that "he looked with intent" or "directed his
mind on the situation." Fritz Rienecker, A Linguistic K ey to the G reek New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 183.
h o w e v er, in this instance, there is a slight variation in the order (the poor, the
crippled, the blind, then the lame).
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up the guest list o f God’s eschatological banquet. The lesson taught in this narrative is
that in the final analysis there will be a reversal o f destinies: The generous, whose
concern is towards the poor, will be rewarded at the resurrection; the proud and statusdriven will not.
Vs. 15 creates the connection for the parable o f the Choice o f Guests and the
audience for the next parable o f the Great Supper (16-24). An anonymous guest
"reclining at the table with him . . . said to him, ‘Blessed is he who eats bread in the
kingdom o f God.’" "Eats bread" picks up from vs. 1 where Jesus goes to "eat bread" at
the Pharisee’s house. The kingdom of God m otif connects with the parables of the
Mustard Seed (Luke 13:18), the Leaven (13:20), the Narrow Door (13:28), Places at a
Feast, and the Choice o f Guests (14:7, implicit), and the Great Supper (14:15).
In response to the anonymous macarism, Jesus tells the parable of the Great
Supper whose narration emerges from the tradition o f the banquet type-scene, and more
specifically, the Guests and Host Response type-scene. As a narratorial strategy, Jesus
adopts the conventional mode o f this type-scene, but advances an astounding variation to
the surprise o f his audience. N ot only does the hero o f this type-scene invite a second
group o f guests after the first group of guests has declined the invitation, but he goes on
to invite a third group o f guests. The first group who represents Israel, especially the
Jewish leadership, is ultimately rejected because o f their open refusal. The second group,
who represents the outcasts o f Israel, and the third group, who represent the Gentiles, are
included in the eschatological banquet for their favorable response to God’s invitation.
Here again is a situation o f polar reversals. The wealthy, popular banquet guests, who
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were loathe to associate with the poor and whose excuses relate to possessions and
domestic ties, would switch places with the poor in God’s eschatological banquet. Only
those who by deliberate choice accept the invitation o f God would ever partake in the
end-time banquet of the Lord.
The rejection of the Jewish leaders is further elaborated in Luke 14:25-33. The
same standards they cherish and by which they govern their lives are the same that would
condemn them. A faithful disciple is one who is willing to give up possessions and
sacrifice family ties for the kingdom’s sake. Chap. 15 follows with the description o f
another meal setting. In this setting, Jesus tells another parable which portrays a banquet
scenario.
The study of the clustered banquet type-scene in Luke 14 helps to forecast what
takes place in the short banquet scene in the parable o f the Prodigal Son. Tannehill
considers Luke 15:22-32 as one in a series o f imagery which points to the eschatological
banquet (Luke 12-15).1 Two groups o f people are mentioned in the introductory verses o f
the parable: the tax gatherers and sinners, and the Pharisees and scribes. These two
groups hark back to the two groups in the parable o f the Great Supper in Luke 14:15-24.
The tax gatherers and sinners represent the poor who were invited to the banquet, while
the Pharisees and scribes represent those who made excuses for being absent from the
banquet.
According to the narrative, upon the return o f the prodigal to his father’s house, a
tannehill, The N arrative U nity ofLuke-A cts: The G ospel according to Luke, 249.
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banquet is celebrated in his honor. Open invitation is implied. Robe, ring, sandals
(washing o f feet), and fattened calf are common banquet motifs. The younger son,
representing the Jewish outcasts or Gentiles, accepts the invitation, and joins the banquet
Later,1the elder brother, representing the Jewish leaders, refuses to join in the
celebration. In fact, he assumes the role of the banquet host, and launches a bitter tirade
against his father.
To refuse to participate in a banquet hosted by one’s father, much more to get
angry with him in the gaze o f the public, was tantamount to grave insult, humiliation, and
shame.2 The father is expected to punish the stubborn son, for such an insult is grave
enough to provide a good reason for the sale o f his property.3 In the typical Guests and
Host Response type-scene, the son’s refusal to accept the invitation result would normally
mean his outright exclusion from the banquet. A substitute guest might take his place at
the banquet table.
In spite o f the elder brother’s remonstrance, the father goes out, entreats him, and
does not scold or rebuke him. The father pleads with the elder brother to join in the
celebration. With open arms the host beckons the guest to share in the joy o f the
*The narrator has effectively orchestrated the absence o f the elder brother at the
start o f the banquet to contrast the characters o f the two sons, the last son being the one
the narrator would like to emphasize (the law o f end stress). Cf. Bultmann, H istory o f the
Synoptic Tradition, 192-196; Peter Jones, 219; Stein, A n Introduction to the Parables,
121. Jeremias describes this emphasis on the second half o f the parable as a situation o f
"double-edged parables." See Jeremias, The Parables o f Jesus, 131.
b a ile y , P oet and P easant, 196.
3Ibid.
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moment. Here Jesus is reaching out to the hard-hearted Jewish leaders, whose legalistic
hardness would neither allow them to associate with outcasts nor accept the inclusive
ministry o f Jesus. He longs to include them in his messianic banquet. The anger o f the
elder brother and the pleading o f the father is a shocking variation to the type-scene.
Did the elder brother go into the banquet? The narrator does not indicate. The
narrative is open-ended in this regard. The narrator would have the implied reader
answer that question. The invitation went out to both parties, and from all appearances
the younger brother (the outcasts and the Gentiles) responded. In the light of the theme
raised in the previous parables, the inevitable consequence o f those who refuse to accept
the invitation would mean their exclusion from the eschatological banquet. Their
exclusion would come, not because o f a lack o f invitation on the part o f the host, but from
their abject rejection o f it. On the other hand, those who accept freely his gracious
invitation may enter and be included in the eschatological banquet o f the Lord.
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CHAPTER VI

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Sum m ary
This study has investigated the use o f the type-scene convention in the parables o f
Jesus that depict banquet scenes. The type-scene is a narratorial device, written or oral,
that narrators in antiquity used to establish meeting points with their audience in
communicating a message. A narrator would deliberately use repetitive compositional
patterns which were conventionally anticipated by the contemporary audience. These
patterns, made up o f catchwords, motifs, characters, and themes, were orchestrated in
innovative ways to bring about new and interesting twists to conventional narratives and
their meaning.
The study o f type-scenes falls under the ambit o f literary criticism, more
specifically, narrative criticism (chapter 2). Narrative criticism is a synchronic approach
to the interpretation o f biblical text. It seeks to understand the text in its finished literary
form. Although this study focused mainly on the synchronic approach to the text, it was
shown that this approach can and should be complemented with the diachronic approach
(the quest for the historical reality o f the text) in the exegetical task.
In chapter 3, the components and characteristics o f the type-scene were studied.
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Four main components constitute the type-scene: key words, characters, motifs, and
themes. In order to facilitate the workings o f these components, other constants o f
narrative were employed. Plot as an element in "story" provides the framework upon
which the type-scene materialized. Point o f view as an element in "discourse"
demonstrates how the narrator in creative ways reached the mind of the implied reader.
Two major characteristics o f the type-scene are repetition and variation. The dexterity o f
the narrator is seen in the narrator’s ability to deviate from the expected sequence o f
motifs in the type-scene, reaching new horizons in the meaning o f the narrative, without
distorting the basic structure o f the repeated narrative.
A survey o f type-scene studies on secular and biblical narratives revealed th at no
work had yet been done on the banquet type-scene in the New Testament. The survey
also revealed only one type-scene study on parables: the Master-Servant type-scene. The
need for more type-scene studies on the parables o f Jesus became evident.
Banquet narratives, banquet images, and general information about banquets in
antiquity, outside the domain o f Jesus’ parables, were explored in chapter 4. A broad
range of diachronic material was considered: Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian,
Ugaritic, Old Testament, Jewish Intertestamental, Greco-Roman, New Testament, Early
Christian, and finally Rabbinic material. It was discovered that the banquet type-scene
took different turns over time. A t the time o f Jesus the banquet type-scene had branched
o ff into three sub-categories o f the banquet type-scene: the Eminence of Guests typescene, the Guests and Host Response type-scene, and the W ise and Foolish type-scene.
Seven parables amenable to the study o f the banquet type-scene made up the
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study o f the fifth chapter: the Ten Virgins (Matt 25:1-13), the Narrow Door (Luke 13:2430 [cf. Matt 7:13-14]), Places at a Feast (Luke 14:7-11 [cf. Matt 23:6 = Mark 12:39 =
Luke 20:46]), the Choice o f Guests (Luke 14:12-14), the Great Supper (Matt 22:2-10 =
Luke 14:15-24 // Gos. Thom. 64), the Wedding Garment (Matt 22:11-14), and the
Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32). The findings o f the diachronic critical analyses o f the
parables under study synchronized with the findings o f the type-scene analyses,
especially in terms o f their themes. All the banquet parables shared the common theme
o f exclusion from and inclusion in God’s eschatological banquet: exclusion o f the
opponents o f Jesus, the Jewish people (especially the Jewish leaders), and the unprepared
believers; inclusion o f the disciples, the outcasts, the Gentiles, and the prepared believers.
In the Matthean banquet parables, the emphasis was on the exclusion dimension.
For the Lucan banquet parables, the sequence was reversed, and the inclusion aspect
dominated, except in the case o f the parable o f the Prodigal Son. In this parable, the
inclusion aspect was introduced first and was explicit, while the exclusion aspect
followed and was implicit.
The parables conveyed other themes which were complementary to the fixed
exclusion and inclusion theme. As with the exclusion/inclusion theme, so these themes
were portrayed by contrast. The parable o f the Ten Virgins sustained a theme o f
readiness versus unpreparedness for the parousia. The parable of the Narrow Door
juxtaposed the disappointment o f human complacency with striving earnestly fo r
salvation. In the final analysis there would be a reversal o f places: the first would be last
and the last, first.
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The parables o f Places at a Feast and the Choice of Guests were studied together
because o f their parallel structures and common features. They, too, emphasized a
reversal o f fortunes: The humble will be exalted while the proud, humiliated; the
generous will be blessed, while the selfish will not. Again, the reversal m otif is
accentuated in the parable o f the Great Supper: Rejection o f God’s invitation results in
rejection at the eschatological banquet; acceptance o f God’s invitation results in
acceptance at the eschatological banquet. The parable o f the Wedding Garment
underscored personal readiness versus unreadiness for the kingdom. The parable o f the
Prodigal Son was the most polyvalent in all the parables studied. Several polar reversals
were recognized. The parable embraced several themes, all of which describe the
"extravagant" grace o f God reaching out to sinners and the unprepared believer.
The type-scene analysis o f each parable complemented its diachronic critical
analysis. The literary structure o f each parable showed how its composer in artistic ways
used literary devices, such as simple redundancy, 3+1 repetition, parallelisms, and
chiasms, not only to create beauty but to clarify meaning. The type-scene analysis
showed how the literary artists manipulated the banquet type-scene to help develop the
different types o f plots in each narrative. It also indicated how these artists, in very
innovative ways, using techniques o f repetition with variation, created movement and
anticipation within individual parables and in their larger narrative contexts. The typescene analysis demonstrated suspense and surprise as regular techniques used by the
composers. Characterization in the banquet parables was most recognized in the use of
contrasts. Different points o f view were seen as a mechanism used to develop interest

R eproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

400

and help with the assimilation o f values and attitudes in the parables.
Finally, the way in which the Gospel writers used the banquet type-scene in the
context of the Gospel narratives was examined. The three banquet parables in the
Gospel o f Matthew depicted a wedding banquet. In the Matthean context, the study
showed that the writer used a clustered banquet type-scene in the parables o f the Great
Supper and the Wedding Garment to facilitate the theme o f judgment juxtaposed by the
individual’s readiness for the parousia. These two themes continued to dominate the
singulative banquet type-scene in the parable o f the Ten Virgins.
In the Lucan context, the banquet parables disclosed a polar reversal: rejection vis
a vis acceptance. The singulative banquet type-scene in the parable o f the Narrow Door
in Luke 13 functioned as a prelude to the subsequent parables in Luke 14 and 15. The
parables o f Places at a Feast, the Choice o f Guests, and the Great Supper in chap. 14
operated within the framework o f a clustered banquet type-scene. Catchwords,
connecting phrases, characters, motifs, and themes were ordered in innovative ways by
the writer to link one banquet type-scene to the other. The outcome was the arrangement
of a plot using the variations of the banquet type-scene to unite the narrative o f Luke
14:1-24 into a whole in which the theme o f exclusion/inclusion was the author’s main
concern.
The context o f the banquet type-scenes and the movement of the plot in Luke 13
and 14 helped to anticipate the working of the banquet type-scene in the parable o f
Prodigal Son in chap. 15. This parable depicts the unfailing generosity o f the host as
opposed to the arrogance and selfishness o f a guest (the elder brother). This type-scene
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showed rejection at its worst (the guest), and acceptance at its best (the host). The
suspension o f the implied reader’s expectation with regard to the fate o f the guest who
refused the invitation (the elder brother) was intentional. The reader m ust make his/her
own conclusions about this guest’s destiny in the context o f all preceding banquet
parables.

Conclusions
Based upon the findings in this study, some conclusions may be made regarding
the purpose o f this dissertation. It is clear from the study o f the banquet type-scene in the
parables o f Jesus, that Jesus and the Gospel writers were interacting with fixed literary
and oral conventions of their day. Jesus’ use o f the banquet type-scene in his parables
was deliberate and intentional in an attempt to reach the minds o f his hearers through
their conventional way of understanding traditional banquet stories. The banquet typescene as a literary and oral convention in antiquity was mastered by Jesus in innovative
ways in the formulation o f his parables, to teach important themes o f the Christian
gospel. No doubt, his modifications o f the banquet type-scene surprised his hearers, even
shocked them; they would have interpreted the banquet type-scene in his parables in the
context o f his ministry.
The genius o f the individual Gospel writers was seen in their ability to repeat the
banquet type-scene that their readers could follow and identify, yet with enough
variations to excite them to appreciate a different twist to the narratives. Luke,
especially, repeats the banquet type-scene in Luke 13-15 in innovative ways that shows
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creativity and meaning. The Gospel writers’ use o f the banquet type-scene was adapted
to the historical context o f their audiences.
The findings o f this study have theological significance. The banquet type-scene
in the parables of Jesus portrays the relationship between the banquet host and guest. It is
not only natural, but legitimate, to understand this relationship in a metaphoric sense to
describe the relationship that exists between God and human beings; God is represented
by the host (the bridegroom, the king, the householder, or the father), and human beings,
the guests.
The theme o f inclusion and exclusion tells us something about the character of
God and the response o f human beings to his invitation to salvation. God is always
inviting sinners, as well as saints to salvation. He is insistent that his eschatological
banquet hall be filled with guests. God’s constant invitation to his eschatological banquet
is especially shown in the parable o f the Prodigal Son. All have an opportunity to be
included in his feast. However, after the banquet door of salvation is shut, the exclusion
o f those who refused the invitation will not be any fault o f the host. Rather, it would be
because o f one’s own lack o f responsiveness and personal readiness for the banquet o f the
Lord. The exclusion dimension mitigates any kind of universalism.
Second, the flexibility with which Jesus and the Gospel writers used the banquet
type-scene tells us something about the transmission o f Scripture to mankind. In God’s
cosmic plan to reach human beings, he works through the mundane. He reaches out to
human beings through their familiar associations. The type-scene confirms that the
parables were carefully crafted stories taken from traditional narratives which were
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familiar to the contemporary audience. In inventive ways, Jesus and the Gospel writers
gave theological importance to this traditional material which has influenced the lives o f
human beings for over two thousand years.
The type-scene analysis is a valuable literary tool for the exegetical task. It
provides the exegete with a different template with which to study the biblical texts. The
type-scene analysis helps to account for the duplication o f stories in biblical narrative. It
helps the Bible reader to see the implications of the immediate and larger framework of a
narrative. The study of plot, characterization, and theme in the type-scene analysis
brings life and interest to the Scripture. Through the play and counterplay o f characters’
words and actions in the plot o f a story, the reader is able to make inferences,
conclusions, and applications pertaining to himself or herself at the affective level.
Type-scene, as a literary o r oral device, helps to bring coherence to narratives. As
patterned discourse, the type-scene creates audience expectation. This expectation is
heightened with the reader’s attention drawn to the crafty variation o f the type-scene
created by the writer/narrator. Repetition, along with variation, operating in the clustered
type-scenes demonstrates the flexibility with which a writer can formulate his narrative.
Narratives in clustered type-scenes help to interpret each other.
Although the type-scene analysis may not provide historical background
information to the biblical text, its basic conclusions about the text, especially in terms o f
theme, may equal those drawn from using the diachronic critical approach. The typescene analysis showed how a synchronic approach to exegesis not only produces equally
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prolific results as the diachronic approach, but also proves itself to be a simpler and
shorter approach to the study o f the Scriptures.

Recommendations
The benefits derived from the type-scene study make allowance for a few
recommendations for future research. More parables should be studied using the tools of
narrative criticism. A heightened interest in the narrative beauty o f the parables will lead
to new and creative ideas and fresh insights into the meaning o f the parables, especially
for the simple reader who wants to have an encounter with the words o f Jesus. A number
o f parables await the skillful pen o f the type-scene analyst. Some possible type-scene
studies on parables are: Building a Tower,1 Searching for the Lost,2 Finding Treasure,3
‘The Two Builders, M att 7:24-27 // Luke 6:47-49; Building a Tower, Luke 14:2830.
2The Lost Sheep, Luke 15:3-7 // M att 18:12-14 // Gos. Thom. 107; the Lost Coin,
Luke 15:8-10; the Two Lost Sons, Luke 15:11-32.
3Hidden Treasure, Matt 13 :44 // Gos. Thom. 109; the Pearl o f Great Price, Matt
13:45-46 // Gos. Thom. 16. Cf. John Dominic Crossan, F inding Is the F irst A ct: Trove
F olktales and Jesu s’ Treasure P arable (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979).
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the Laborers and Landowner,1the Judge and Client,2 the Rich and Foolish,3 and the
Growth o f Seeds.4
LThe Workers in the Vineyard, Matt 20:1-16; the Two Sons, M att 21:28-31.
2The Children’s Bread, Mark 7:27 // Matt 15:26; the U njust Judge, Luke 18:1-8.
3The Rich Fool, Luke 12:16-21 // Gos. Thom. 63; the Rich M an and Lazarus,
Luke 16:19-31.
4The Sower and the Soils, Mark 4:2-9, 13-20 // M att 13:3-9, 18-23 // Luke 8:4-8,
11-15// Gos. Thom. 9; the Seed Growing in Secret, Mark 4:26-29; the Mustard Seed,
Mark 4:30-32 // M att 13:31-32 // Luke 13:18-19 // Gos. Thom. 20; the Fig Tree, Mark
13:28-29 // Matt 24:32-33 // Luke 21:29-31, the Tree and Its Fruit, M att 7:16-20 // Luke
6:43-44 // Gos. Thom. 45; the W heat and Tares, Matt 13:24-30, 36-43 // Gos. Thom. 57;
the Tree Not Planted by the Father, M att 15:13; the Barren Fig Tree, Luke 13:6-9.
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